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Having passed through a space warp, the Breakaway Moon is plunged ever 
deeper into the unknown, distantly removed in time and space from its 
home planet Earth. With their life support system in danger, Moon Base 
Alpha personnel mount a desperate search for Tiranium, the precious 
mineral essential to their survival. 


Their search takes them to the planet Psychon where they fall into the 
ruthless hands of its despotic ruler, Mentor. Then at last release comes from 
an unexpected quarter — Mentor’s beautiful and rebellious daughter, Maya. 
Her phenomenal grasp of mental arithmetic and her ability to change shape 
at will make her a valuable addition to the Alphan team. And on their return 
to Moon Base Alpha, she soon encounters the first of the constant hazards 
that threaten Alphan life... 
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‘He was a physically big man and his mind was far from weak, but he had 
gone through enough lately to test his powers of leadership to the limit. 


‘He had trained as a pilot, in the early days of space exploration before the 
Moon Base had been blasted away from Earth. He had been one of the first 
astronauts to fly in space, and now he felt for the two pilots they had just 
lost contact with. He knew what unknown terrors they must be facing... if 
they were still alive... 


‘Koenig listened to the voices of his staff as they carried out his orders. 
Already Moon Base Alpha had become a potential death planet, its armoury 
bristling out all over. If there was any sign of attack from the mystery 
planet, that would be the end for it, he thought grimly. 


‘But they couldn’t blow it up — not with Fraser and Torens up there... Not 
if they were alive.’ 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE 


I wish to make it clear that the characters in this book are totally fictitious 
and bear no relation whatsoever to the actors and actresses who play the 
roles of these characters in the TV performance. 


CHAPTER ONE 


It was a weird, alien landscape of sullen, smoking volcanoes and buckled 
folds of igneous rock. 

Once, millennia ago, its surface teemed with life. Where now lurid, 
polychromatic veins twisted and turned in the frozen rock faces there had 
once existed the softer, warmer colours of trees and flowers and blue skies... 
in a world of plenty and happiness. 

Commander Koenig, Doctor Helena Russell, Simon Hays and other 
Command Centre personnel sat watching the emotive scene in stunned 
silence as it was broadcast to them over the Big Screen. Its strange colours 
played over their faces and bathed them in a beautiful aura. 

As they watched, the camera in the Eagle ship zoomed in over the 
tortured, magical landscape, enabling them to share the experiences of the 
two Eagle pilots, Bill Fraser and Ray Torens. 

In close-up, the planet’s surface features held a magnetic attraction that 
the silent observers found disconcerting and inexplicable. But they did not 
try to understand the mystery, hoping only that the Eagle ship would 
succeed on its mission to find Tiranium — the precious and universally rare 
mineral that they so desperately needed to repair damaged life support 
systems. 

Helena Russell ran her hand distraughtly across her forehead, pushing 
back her attractive platinum hair that had fallen out of place. She was still 
shaky from the effects of the space warp. Without warning the Moon had 
plunged into one of the unstable doorways through time. It and Moon Base 
Alpha had been whisked hundreds of light-years from their previous 
position in space. It was the second warp they had entered in as many years, 
and they were now deeper in space than they had ever been before, 
impossibly lost in an unknown and totally uncharted part of the universe. 

They had no idea how far away from Earth they were. Much of their 
equipment had been severely damaged in the warp. The health and lives of 
the 297 Alphans was at stake. If they were to be helped, if Moon Base 
Alpha were to survive — then the Tiranium must be found. 


It was of crucial importance. 

She stood at the side of a medical monitor which had the names Fraser 
and Torens printed on its screen. She kept a constant watch on the medical 
condition of the two brave pilots as they travelled many tens of thousands 
of miles away in space above the surface of this new and bizarre planet. If 
anything went wrong with them, she would immediately advise John 
Koenig that they should return. 

“We are in close visual contact with the planet,’ Bill Fraser’s reassuring 
voice came over the Big Screen’s speakers. As his words were spoken a 
shower of rock pieces and dust filled the screen. Tongues of flame licked 
behind billows of thick, outpouring smoke. The curtains of blackness 
parted, revealing the glowing vent of a volcano staring ominously up at 
them. It seemed to lie in the room. 

The lava bubbled and heaved inside it. A second bolt of flame belched 
forth from its depths and the molten fluid rock erupted and spilled down the 
mountainside. 

‘Don’t be alarmed about that,’ the pilot’s voice sounded again good 
humouredly. ‘Just the Eagle’s special effects department. We’re still a few 
hundred miles away from the surface.’ 

Fraser’s smiling face appeared on the TV monitor below the big screen. 

Koenig and Helena looked visibly relieved. 

‘I keep telling you to stop doing things like that, Bill,’ Koenig joked. 

Behind him he heard Lew Picard speaking. 

‘Atmosphere’s breathable, Carbon’s nine point two. Hydrogen’s four 
point two. Nitrogen’s eight point seven. But the surface temperature is way 
up — a hundred and eighty degrees...’ 

‘That doesn’t surprise me, Lew,’ Koenig replied. ‘Bill? Any signs of 
life?’ 

The pilot’s face on the screen disappeared. A few seconds later his voice 
came over the speakers again. 

‘Nothing, John. No settlements, no life.’ 

Ominous rumbling sounds came over with his voice. 

‘Just volcanoes! Is Anne there?’ 

“Yes, I’m here Bill,’ his wife, Annette Fraser replied — she was one of 
the Command Centre Technicians and she stood in front of her console at 
the rear of the room, her gaze riveted to the screen. 


‘Don’t be long, lover,’ she called. ‘I’m thinking of you.’ 

‘Then I’m sure to return safely,’ the pilot replied. His face appeared again 
on the screen and he grinned. 

‘Scan for mineral composition, Bill,’ Koenig told him, ‘and keep your 
mind on the job.’ 

‘Scanner active. Stand by to lock into main computer.’ 

There was a sharp clicking sound as Picard hit one of his switches. 

The atmosphere on the screen cleared and a series of symbols and words 
flashed across it: Manganese trisilicate, magnesium phosphate, lithium 
sulphate... tiranium. 

‘Bill, you’ve done it!’ Helena cried out with joy. “You’ve just located a 
big tiranium deposit!’ 

‘Just what the doctor ordered!’ Koenig proclaimed. He spoke to Fraser. 
‘Eagle One — return to base!’ 

Everyone at the Command Centre beamed happily. Fraser’s face 
appeared on the screen and smiled. But suddenly his expression changed to 
one of alarm. 

They heard Toren’s urgent voice calling him in the background. 

‘Wait a minute,’ he told the Command Centre. 

His image vanished again. The symbols and words on the screen cleared, 
and the planet’s surface appeared once more. It looked even more angry and 
belligerent than it had done be. fore, as though it were on the verge of 
blowing itself to pieces. 

The Command Centre personnel stared in puzzlement at the chaotic 
scene, searching it for clues. The panorama vanished and was replaced by a 
close-up picture of a large rock sitting on the planet’s floor. 

As they watched it, the rock began to glow fiercely. 

It glowed a pale, though intense turquoise green. The outlines of the rock 
disappeared and the pulsating shape assumed the proportions of a vast, airy 
ball of light which began rising slowly and evenly into the smoky air. 

‘Long shot,’ Koenig ordered, sitting bolt upright in his seat and staring at 
the screen. 

The screen had entirely filled with the bluish-green light. 

Sandra Benes at the Communication’s Console hit a button. 

A new image of the planet’s surface snapped into view on the screen. 


The huge ball of light was seen veering upward towards them. Once 
again it filled the screen. Then, rapidly, it disappeared from view. 

‘Bill... there’s a weird light on your tail!’ Koenig yelled. ‘For Chrisake 
get out of there!’ 

He sat helplessly in his seat. 

From the back of the room, Annette screamed. Simon Hays shouted out 
into his microphone. 

‘Security alert. All standby crews to position.’ 

‘Evasive action, Bill... evasive action!’ Koenig ordered ‘... Evasive 
action!’ 


The words grated over the speakers inside the Eagle ship’s Pilot Section. 

Torens wished he were giving them out and not receiving them. He was 
young, about twenty six, and he didn’t want to die yet. 

His hands moved dexterously over the control panel in front of him. 
Lights and numbers flashed wildly up on the screens of the powerful ship. 
He swallowed, trying to control his feeling. 

He tried to remember his training and tried to lose himself in his work. 

The onboard computer worked calmly and logically, aiding him at his 
task. 

The ship’s engines revved and its colossal body bucked and heaved as it 
underwent evasive contortions. 

‘It’s no use, Ray. We ain’t shifting it,’ Fraser told him calmly. He was 
older, about thirty-six, and strongly built, and he worked more efficiently at 
the controls. 

He stared at the monitor screen in front of them. The ball seemed to hang 
effortlessly on their tail against the black backdrop of space. It looked 
transparent. He could see through it. 

“We can’t make it, Alpha,’ he called into his commlock. ‘It’s locked on to 
us.’ 

‘Come on, Fraser...! Come on!’ Koenig’s voice crackled distantly to him 
across tens of thousands of miles of space. 

‘Bill... Bill...’ his wife whispered to him, sobbing gently. Her voice 
sounded loud, as though in the room. 

Fraser turned to Torens. He clenched his jaw muscles. 


“We'll have to keep trying,’ he told the junior. 

They both went back to the controls and took their ship into a steep dive. 

But the ball of light outside in space followed them. 

If anything, it was closer when they next looked. But then the pale green 
sphere seemed to tire of the game. 

Its surface swelled out rapidly towards the Eagle ship’s screen. 

Fraser realized sardonically that it was actually speeding towards them at 
an immense rate. He knew that it would be impossible to evade. The Eagle 
engines just couldn’t take it. 

‘Keep up your good work,’ he told the younger Torens, who was still 
busy and had not seen the screen. 


The Big Screen at the Command Centre went white. It blazed with a fierce 
whiteness that blinded the Alphans. They raised their hands to their eyes to 
ward it off. 

The screen cleared again, and they saw the sphere of light speeding away 
down to the Planet’s surface. 

Over the rich powerful speakers of the screen came the plaintive cry of 
Fraser. 

Now his voice was hysterical, and it brought them rising from their seats, 
terrified by the implications of the event that occurred. 

They had managed to piece most of it together, but good though their 
probes and sensors were, they could not tell them what was now happening 
to the two pilots. They could not tell them the Unknown. 

And it was the Unknown — and the Unknown wastes and hazards of 
Space in particular — that terrified. 

‘Anne’s fainted...’ Helena called out. She was the first to come to her 
senses. Her mind went instinctively to her charges, and she ran to help the 
unfortunate technician. 

‘Medical crew... Command Centre,’ she called into her commlock. 

Koenig’s mind pounded into action a split second later. 

But he remained motionless for a moment, gazing severely at the blank 
screen. His hands gripped the armrest of his chair, and his knuckles turned 
bone white as he went over a detailed plan of action that had formed inside 
his head. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Koenig still sat, frozenly gazing at the screen. 

He was a physically big man and his mind was far from weak, but he had 
gone through enough lately to test his powers of leadership to the limit. 

He had trained as a pilot, in the early days of space exploration before the 
Moon Base had been blasted away from Earth. He had been one of the first 
astronauts to fly in space; and now he felt strongly for the two pilots they 
had just lost contact with. He knew what unknown terrors they must be 
facing... if they were still alive. 

‘Laser Battery One, active,’ Jameson announced from the Main Unit on 
the lunar surface. 

‘Combat Eagle Five in position,’ a pilot’s voice came over from the 
launch pad. 

‘Combat Eagle Six in position,’ the voice of another pilot sounded. 

Koenig listened to the voices of his staff as they carried out his orders. 
Already Moon Base Alpha had become a potential death planet, its armoury 
bristling out all over. If there was any sign of attack from the mystery 
planet, that would be the end for it, he thought grimly. 

But they couldn’t blow it up — not with Fraser and Torens up there... Not 
if they were alive. 

But he had to assume they were alive, he told himself savagely. 

‘Defence shields up. Surface laser ready to repel attack... combat Eagles 
ready to take off,’ Simon Hays’ voice sounded from beside him. 

‘I’m not risking any more men until I know what we’re up against,’ the 
Commander told him. He climbed out of his seat and walked over to Picard. 

“There must be life on that planet!’ 

‘I’ve checked and double-checked, John. No signs of life on the surface.’ 

“How about below the surface?’ 

‘The planet’s an environmental hell... no life, as we know it, could exist 
down there!’ 

‘Commander Koenig!’ 


A warm, friendly voice boomed out into the Command Centre. It came 
from the screen and they spun round to face it. 

The picture of a distinguished, intelligent-looking humanoid of about 
fifty filled the screen. He had dark, piercing eyes, made shrewd from years 
of experience, and was well built, perhaps a bit flabby. He wore a dark 
brown cowl with a silvery, velvet-like collar. He had a fierce, neatly- 
trimmed brown beard. Elsewhere his hair was silver and closely-cropped. A 
red cock’s crest of hair grew from the top of his head. 

He smiled paternally at them. But behind the friendliness they detected 
an air of arrogance... perhaps of some psychosis, and they were wary. 

“You know who I am... who are you?’ Koenig immediately took the 
offensive, refusing to register surprise. 

The figure seemed to exude a supreme power as it replied. 

‘Iam Mentor, of the planet Psychon.’ 

“Why did you attack our ship? We came in peace.’ 

The figure pretended surprise. Its eyebrows raised. 

“You send an armed ship to our planet and talk of peace?’ 

Mentor turned aside. As he did so, a dias supporting a colourful, 
futuristic array of tubes came into view beside him. Inside the tubes the 
meniscus of liquids rose and fell, each emanating a coloured light. The 
liquids bubbled, bathing Koenig and Hays in a warm psychedelic glow. 

The camera, of which Mentor seemed to have total control, panned 
around inside his room. 

A row of gleaming metal-like tables came into view. 

The tables supported large transparent domes filled with delicate brain- 
like material floating in liquid nutrients and pulsating with energy. Conduits 
filled with rushing fluids connected up, and ran off into a massed array of 
nutrient banks. 

The big alien had moved to the centre of the circle of domes. Now he 
seated himself at a light-filled control console. Koenig’s face appeared on a 
screen above his head. 

Koenig watched himself speaking. Despite his anger, he couldn’t help 
admiring the alien. At the same time he knew that the man’s cleverness was 
something to guard against. He had the feeling that Mentor was going to 
prove to be a most powerful opponent. 


‘The ship of ours you have just hi-jacked was a survey vessel, searching 
for minerals,’ Koenig told Mentor levelly. ‘We thought your world was 
uninhabited.’ 

Mentor looked up sharply at the screen with Koenig’s face on it. 

‘A familiar argument, Commander... one which has caused the death of 
millions of our people. Other outsiders have used the same pretext to attack 
us in the past.’ 

Koenig ignored him. 

“What happened to my people?’ he demanded. 

“Your pilots are safe, Commander... but their Eagle is beyond repair.’ 

‘Return my men, Mentor, and we’ll go in peace. That’s what you want, 
isn’t it?’ 

“Yes, Commander. Peace,’ Mentor replied. There was a_ sinister 
ambiguity about his words — something they couldn’t put their finger on. 

Koenig decided that for the time being he would have to accept that it 
was part of the man’s character. 

“You have my solemn pledge that no hostile action will be taken by us,’ 
he told the alien. 

‘And I accept your pledge,’ Mentor replied smoothly. ‘So let us arrange 
the return of your pilots.’ 

Koenig watched as more of Mentor’s room appeared on the screen, 
revealing a full-grown ocelot lying sensuously on a ledge. The large cat 
purred and licked its lips as it stared down adoringly at Mentor. Mentor 
reached up a robed hand and stroked it affectionately. The ocelot’s eyes 
glinted at him, almost knowingly. 

“That’s no ordinary animal, John,’ Hays whispered urgently. 

Mentor looked up at Koenig’s face. 

‘Send another Eagle and I’ II instruct you where to land.’ 

Hays shook his head. ‘Don’t trust him. John...’ 

Koenig faced the screen. 

‘No. That might lead to further misunderstanding. Why not rendezvous 
with us in space instead?’ 

‘It seems you trust us as little as we trust you, Commander.’ 

‘In our past history, we’ve been betrayed too, Mentor,’ Hays told him. 

‘Let us meet in space then, Commander...” Mentor looked thoughtful. 
“You say you need minerals? Very well. Send a scientific officer to discuss 


the technical requirements and you shall have them.’ 

Koenig frowned. He and Hays exchanged glances. 

He looked up at the screen again. 

“You’re very generous... Thank you.’ 

The Big Screen filled with the homely features of the cryptic Mentor 
once more, and despite their misgivings Koenig and Hays couldn’t help 
feeling beguiled. 

He was a rogue. 

‘It is a small price to pay for peace,’ Mentor declared. Astonishingly, all 
trace of malignance had vanished from his features or his voice. He seemed 
the perfect friend. ‘Incidentally, one of your pilots suffered minor injuries... 
perhaps you could also bring along a medical officer.’ 

‘Tt will be done, Mentor,’ Koenig told him. 

‘I look forward to meeting you, Commander.’ 

Mentor’s features gradually faded away, and the screen went blank again. 
Hays and the Commander looked at one another thoughtfully. 

‘I don’t like his friendliness, John,’ Hays stated. 

‘Nor do I,’ Koenig replied. He turned to Mark Macinlock, their Eagle 
Chief Pilot. 

‘Fit out Eagle Four with additional booster units, and get it on to the 
pads.’ 

‘Right!’ 

The Chief Pilot walked smartly out of the Command Centre. 

Hays looked at Koenig quizzically. 

‘Booster units? You’re in a hurry to get there, aren’t you?’ 

Koenig allowed a thin sliver of a smile to cross his fixed features. 

‘I may be in a hurry to get back.’ 

The other nodded knowingly. 


The pure white ocelot stretched its claws. It raised its head and yawned 
widely. 

The robed figure of Mentor walked graciously forward towards it from 
the cubicle where he had been speaking to the Commander. He reached out 
his jewelled hand and stroked the big cat. 

Obligingly, it rose to its legs and arched its back. 


“Well, what do you think of these Alphans, Maya?’ he asked it. 

The cat looked knowingly at him and then leaped to the floor. 

Almost before it had reached the floor it began glowing. An opaque field 
of energy surrounded it and the shimmering figure of a young and very 
beautiful brunette, about twenty-one years of age, appeared. 

The figure’s outlines grew more stable. Eventually she completed her 
molecular transformation, an art over which she had complete mastery — 
watched by the smiling Mentor. 

“You look radiant, my dear!’ 

He held out his arms towards her in greeting. 

She wore a stunning lace gown, vibrant skin-pink in colour, with brilliant 
metallic sequins which gleamed and flashed as she walked. Her rich brown 
hair was done up behind her head. Her eyebrows were unusually pointed 
and swept back, lending her fine, feminine features the faint semblance of a 
lynx. 

She allowed her father to clasp her lightly, and peck her affectionately on 
the cheek. 

‘I like the Alphans father. They’re attractive, aren’t they? Quite unlike 
any of the others.’ 

She looked beautiful. But she also looked innocent — almost painfully 
so. 

Her father looked protectively at her. 

“They obviously come from a culture similar to ours... not so advanced, 
of course.’ 

His daughter laughed gaily, and he wondered what she was thinking. Her 
form flickered, and she turned into a replica of the Commander. It was 
precise in every detail. 

“Would I make a good Alphan, father?’ 

‘Stop it, Maya!’ he chided her sternly. 

He looked taken aback, though there was still a certain admiration left in 
his voice. He had to admit that her abilities were advanced. She was a 
natural at the art that he had taught her... the art of the dead Psychons which 
he had passed down to her. She was the last descendant of their race. 

‘Sorry,’ Maya replied precociously. She looked hurt. The form of Koenig 
turned into a brightly-coloured tree instead, and her father frowned, though 
this time he did not look quite so severely at her. 


‘I teach you the priceless art of molecular transformation, and see how 
you use it... foolish games!’ he remonstrated. 

The tree changed back into his daughter. She smiled winsomely. 

“You taught me, father, because you knew I would eventually master the 
art myself.’ 

“True. You are clever, Maya. One day we must find a better outlet for 
your gifts.’ 

‘I’d help with your work if you’d let me...’ 

“There are many things about the work I do which you don’t 
understand... not yet...’ her father replied patiently. 

‘And these Alphans? Will they help to restore our planet?’ she asked. 

“Yes, Maya... now run along...’ 

She kissed his cheek lightly again and walked away from him. 

He watched her leave the room. 

Some distance away, she turned and faced him. Once again, she smiled 
mischievously at him. Then, she converted her body back into the ocelot, 
and she bounded off, kicking her hind legs at him. 

He shook his head and smiled. It was useless to reprimand her. She was 
still a child. 

But out of her sight, he grew weary with the million thoughts that 
troubled him, and he passed a heavy hand over his brow. 

Since the Commander’s ship had appeared on their screen and his 
scanners had discovered everything there was to know about the Eagle ship, 
the Alphans, and their Moon Base home, he felt deeply troubled. 

It was not a new feeling. 

He felt the same whenever visiting life forms passed in close proximity 
to his planet, obliging him to carry out his damnable task. Inside his being 
there were vast stores of energy. 

It was the energy of the universe which his unique, cellular structure — 
in common with all those of his doomed race —could tap at will. It ebbed 
and flowed freely inside him. 

With its power he could destroy the universe. 

He did not need to bargain with the Commander. 

Yet he was a man of principle and honour. He was a man of mercy, and 
he did not like to be seen as a villain. 


More especially, he did not like to be seen as anything but the loving and 
kindly father figure in the eyes of his dear daughter Maya. 

Sometimes he longed for her maturity, so that he could explain to her the 
full burden of his responsibilities. But as it was, he had no-one to talk to. 

He was totally alone on a dead planet. 

Dismissively, he threw up his hands. 

He turned back to his work. Calmly he pressed a button on the console in 
front of him. A screen lit up above his head and the face of a bald, pallid 
humanoid appeared. It looked wasted. Its eyes looked dead and lack-lustre. 
It gazed down at its master without life, mercy or compassion, or any 
feeling at all. 

‘Prepare the Alphan pilots,’ Mentor told the Overseer. 

The face nodded and vanished. 

Hurriedly Mentor turned the set off. 

He turned his attention to the tubes of coloured, bubbling liquids that 
radiated their precious, life-giving rays into the room instead. These tubes 
were what mattered. The promise that they held outshone everything else. 
They justified. everything. 

He leant over the computer and dipped his hands in the changing, 
swirling bars of light — absorbing the healing energy into his being. 

The communication’s screen flashed on again, breaking his dreams of the 
future. A picture of Eagle Four appeared, cruising towards the rendezvous 
point he had made with the Commander, and he rose to study it. 

He looked pleased. “They come, Maya. They are men of honour,’ he 
murmured to his absent daughter. 


The barren, hateful globe of Psychon hung in space in front of the Eagle. 

The ship’s powerful motor thundered. 

Atomic fission reactions exploded deep inside its fiery heart. They 
propelled it onward through the dark, empty, lifeless limbo on its mission of 
rescue. 

The pensive eyes of Helena Russell stared out from inside the window of 
a space helmet. They watched the ominous, swelling planet on the TV 
monitor inside the Pilot Section of Eagle Four. 


Time. How precious it was, she thought as the planet’s surface filled the 
tiny screen. 

With their advanced technology they could make, and heal, and grow. Yet 
they were still at the mercy of the likes of Mentor. No amount of technology 
could save them from the randomness of life, life’s surprises and shocks. 

No amount of technology could take away the pain that Annette, the 
technician had felt at being separated from her loved one. 

Helena was clad in an orange-coloured space suit, as were the figures of 
Koenig, Picard and Macinlock, busily engaged on the control consoles in 
the front of the section. 

They did not necessarily expect to be well treated, and they were leaving 
nothing to chance. 

‘We’re in position, John,’ Macinlock, the Chief Pilot reported. His gloved 
hands moved about over the controls and he looked an extremely awkward 
navigator in his bulky suit. But he was used to performing with it on. 

Koenig reached at his side and stabbed a switch. 

‘Mentor, this is John Koenig.’ 

The monitor showed the interior of the Psychon room again, revealing 
Maya and Mentor watching them in readiness. 

“We’re at rendezvous point,’ Koenig added, ruffled by the uncanny 
knowledge they displayed of his intentions. 

Mentor moved imperceptibly beneath his robes and smiled at his 
daughter. 

‘My ship will shortly join you, Commander.’ He spoke courteously. 

“You’ll bring our pilots?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

He tumed smoothly away, towards the console supporting the coloured 
tubes of the mysterious computer. He passed a jewelled hand across one of 
the tubes and the fluid inside it emitted a noise one might expect to hear 
from the powerful roaring of wind rising and falling in confined vents. 

Koenig reacted quickly. He stabbed at another switch. 

Instantly the screen blacked out and another, showing the planet’s surface 
took its place. 

‘Close up, John,’ Helena asked from behind him. ‘T want to see what’s 
happening on the surface.’ 

A new scene appeared. 


It was the same, weird, Max Ernst landscape again, rock faces alive with 
swirling coloured streaks and patches, volcanoes still belching forth their 
insides. 

Macinlock left his consoles, having put the Eagle safely into orbit, and 
helped Koenig. 

The camera began panning across the rugged, deserted terrain, but there 
was no sign of any activity other than the planet’s natural mechanisms. 

Then they saw what they were looking for. 

It was a large, partly cylindrical object with a flat, circular tail rising 
rapidly from amongst the mountains. 

‘Hold it there, Mark,’ Koenig called out. ‘That must be Mentor’s ship.’ 

But the flat, grey fish-like craft soon obliterated the monitor’s screen and 
they had to convert to a long shot again. 

The ship’s ascent was so rapid that within moments it filled the screen 
once more. 

‘Phew!’ the Chief Pilot gasped in astonishment. “That beats everything. 
It’s rising... about a hundred miles a second from zero acceleration! Against 
a gravity of...” He checked dials on his console. ‘... just over one gee! That’s 
a colossal downward force acting on whoever’s inside... how can he live?’ 

Koenig stared gravely at the screen. 

‘T dunno.’ 

Suddenly he looked shocked. ‘Fraser, Torens...! They’re on that ship as 
welll’ 

The screen flickered and went dead. 

Koenig swore. 

Sandra Benes’ face appeared on the screen. She looked worried. 

The Commander looked enraged. 

‘Sandra, why didn’t you use your commlock?’ he asked. 

‘Sorry, John... I... we’ve been following that ship. My scanner’s giving 
some funny readings...’ 

‘Go on...’ 

“Well, Mentor’s supposed to be on board, isn’t he?’ Koenig nodded 
frustratedly. 

‘I register no sign of life...’ 

‘No sign of life?’ Helena stepped forward in her suit. ‘John...’ She stood 
behind him and gripped his shoulders in alarm. 


Koenig stared grim-faced at the screen. 

‘What kind of control system is it using?’ he asked the distraught 
technician. 

‘My scanners say Automatic. Magnetic energy levels fluctuating wildly.’ 

“We’ve been tricked...!’ Koenig said, ashen-faced. He stabbed at a 
switch, and the image of the alien space craft appeared again. 

It had come to a stop now, and it had berthed alongside them. 

They could see rows of dark portals in its forward hull. From its flat, 
sole-shaped body, silent propulsor rockets projected out. 

It looked grey, lifeless, and sinister... a giant, blind fish seeing through 
unerring inner senses. 

A cold feeling of dread rose inside the four watching members of the 
Eagle crew as they gazed at it. 

Koenig reacted hesitantly, activating the intercommunication system. 

‘Mentor, signal when you’re ready for link-up.’ 

He looked at his crew. ‘No answer...’ He turned back to the screen. ‘I 
repeat. Signal when you’re ready to dock.’ 

A bleep sounded and Hays’ worried face appeared on the TV monitor. 

‘John... there are no life forms at all on that ship... Fraser, Torens... 
they’re not on it...’ 

Koenig stumbled to his feet in his bulky suit, not knowing now whether 
to be pleased or dismayed. 

But he was too late. 

A series of shocks shook the Eagle, throwing them to the floor. They 
climbed to their feet, and they were thrown down again. Koenig and 
Macinlock crawled to the control console and managed to drag themselves 
into the pilot’s seats. They grappled with the controls. 

‘We're... picking... up... magnetic... disturbance... too, now...’ Koenig 
spoke brokenly. 

‘Mentor’s ship, John... it’s... radiating... magnetic... energy...’ Macinlock 
croaked. ‘We’re... losing... al... ti... tude...’ 

‘FULL POWER!’ Koenig screamed. 

Macinlock pushed his controls forward and the mighty engines of the 
Eagle thundered into life again, all firing at once. 

Gradually, as their thrust cancelled out the alien force of the fish ship’s 
magnetic clutches, the shaking stopped. 


“We’re still continuing to drop slowly, John,’ Macinlock reported. ‘Our 
rate of descent’s increasing again...!’ He added fearfully. ‘It’s no use. Full 
power isn’t enough. What the hell’s in that thing?’ 

‘Boosters... half thrust,’ Koenig snapped. 

‘Half thrust, John,’ Macinlock called out, pressing a button. 

Another powerful wave shook the ship as the boosters flared into life. 
The shuddering increased violently. 

The ship tilted and they clung to their seats as the floor went up in the air 
behind them. 

Smoke and flames burst out from the controls in front of the pilots. 

‘She won’t take it!’ Macinlock coughed, speaking with great difficulty 
through the smoke and the heat. ‘She’|l break up.’ 

Koenig began to feel his skin being pulled away from his body inside his 
suit — the result of the invisible fingers of the huge gravitational attraction 
produced by the shuddering movement of the ship trying to escape upward, 
and the dragging energy of the magnetic lassoo that had been thrown 
around them. 

Semi-paralysed, he tried to reach across to the Booster button where 
Macinlock sat. But he was scarcely able to move. His muscles were 
paralysed with the load they had to bear. His being screamed with pain. 

‘Full... thrust...” he whispered. 

He managed to jerk his finger on to the button and press it. 

A terrific hammer blow hit the Eagle. 

The emergency booster engines erupted into full power. 

The cabin went white around him. 

The grabbing claws seemed to tear whole sheets of his flesh away. 

He clung grimly to his senses as his ship battled for its life against the 
fish-ship. 

Then, he felt a sudden freedom. 

He seemed to be shooting away through space at a delirious rate. 

He realized gratefully, that Eagle Four had won the battle. 

They were hurtling away from their aggressor. They had broken free. 

“We’re clear!’ Koenig gasped. 

He turned around to face Helena and Hays who were climbing to their 
feet. Macinlock forced his body up off the smouldering console in front of 


him, his suit streaked with black carbon. He struggled to get the ship back 
under proper control. 

They smiled at one another from behind their visors. 

Hays stabbed at a switch, and the TV monitor burst into life again. 

The surface of Psychon was speeding away. The sinister grey ship was 
now a remote speck hanging against it, and dwindling fast. 

‘We’re returning to base,’ Koenig told them, ‘to get reinforcements...’ 

His gloved hands began to manipulate the controls. But then a sudden 
gasp came from Hays. 

‘John... look. The ball of light...’ 

They looked at the screen again in alarm, their short-lived pleasure 
sliding off their faces. 

The grey fish ship had converted into the pale, deathly sphere of 
turquoise energy that had captured Eagle One. 

Koenig and Macinlock wrestled with the controls again. But the ball of 
light followed them swiftly. 

Helena, Hays and Picard clung to supports as the pilots took the Eagle 
through a series of violent evasive manoeuvres. 

But they were too late. 

The ship seemed to stop. 

Koenig stabbed at the controls, but they did not respond. 

The screen was filled with the pale, greenish pulsating glow of 
underwater ocean light. 

The strange light washed into the cabin and bathed them in its magic. 

They felt completely at peace now... in their bodies and in their minds, 
and they struggled to fight against the beatific visions they were getting, 

“We’re dropping,’ Helena reported. 

Through the green wash on the screen they saw Psychon’s volcanic peaks 
appearing again. The ship swung towards one of them, held in the grip of 
the sphere, and they began to descend smoothly into its vent. 

The Eagle was carried down deep inside it, and now they looked in 
redoubled amazement at the scene that met their gaze on the crater floor. 

It was a wide, greyish-white sea of ash. 

In the ash were the half-buried forms of space craft, some recognizable 
by their design and insignia. But mostly they were unknown, alien craft. 
Ancient and new. Silent and dead, and there was nothing careful about the 


way they had been positioned. They lay almost jumbled about, as though by 
a giant hand. 

‘... A cemetry of spaceships!’ Helena spoke, shocked. 

‘And we’re right in the middle of it!’ Koenig told her. 

The remains of the great ships were piled high around them. 

There was a faint bump as the Eagle landed. 

The green light faded away, and vanished, and they were left in the ship’s 


stark lighting of reality. 


CHAPTER THREE 


‘Eagle Four to Moon Base Alpha...’ 

Macinlock’s urgent words sounded into the mouthpiece of his commlock. 
They sounded mute in the tomb-like silence of the Eagle Pilot Section. 

‘Come in, Alpha. Do you read me...?’ 

Helena, Hays and Picard stood in a grim circle around him. They had 
taken off their suits because of the intense heat that had built up inside 
them. They were being passed weapons from a rack by Koenig. 

The cabin air still reeked of burnt plastic and console. White blobs of 
foam had been sprayed everywhere by the sprinkler system. 

‘Can’t raise them,’ Macinlock said, disheartened. 

‘Keep trying,’ Koenig told him. He handed a rocket rifle to Picard, and 
took a stun gun for himself. 

“Welcome to Psychon,’ Mentor’s deep, warm voice boomed out at them. 

Koenig whirled round to face the monitor screen where Mentor had 
broadcast himself. The Psychon looked pleased with himself, and beamed 
benificiently at them. 

‘Don’t be alarmed, Commander.’ 

‘I’m never alarmed when I deal with a man of integrity,’ Koenig quipped 
sarcastically. 

The face of Mentor grew larger on the screen. 

‘Ah... you are angry... and I must admit you have cause. But please bear 
with me and you will understand...’ 

‘T’ll understand anything you want me to understand... after I see my 
pilots...” Koenig replied, keeping his anger under tight control. 

Helena leant forward and gripped the Commander’s shoulder. The screen 
had changed abruptly, and now showed a picture of one of the missing 
pilots. 

“Your wish is my command,’ Mentor’s voice sounded over the picture. 

Helena’s nails dug into Koenig’s shoulder as she reacted in horror at what 
she saw. 


The usually friendly Ray Torens was sitting inside a hair-dryer like seat, 
in the area of Mentor’s room which housed the brain-like organs afloat in 
their nutrients. His face looked strained and tense. Wires had been attached 
to his head and above him hung a transparent hood, which was waiting to 
be lowered. 

What was most horrifying were two ghoulish, zombie-like figures that 
held the Eagle pilot’s arm in place, so that he couldn’t move. They stood 
rigidly by his side, their bodies covered in a sickly fungoid-like growth. 
They were two of Mentor’s Overseers. 

Two more overseers now brought in the struggling Bill Fraser and they 
tried to force him into a second seat. 

Fraser had the presence of mind to notice Koenig’s image on the screen 
in Mentor’s room, and struggled more violently than ever to free himself. 

‘... My actions are in both our interests,’ Mentor’s smug voice sounded 
again and the listening Alphans in the cabin of Eagle Four boiled with 
repressed rage at his goading words. 

Suddenly, they saw Fraser escape from the Overseer’s grips and bound 
forward towards the screen. His face filled the screen. 

‘He’s lying...’ his voice sounded, hotly. 

He shoved Mentor out of the way and screamed out again. 

‘Don’t trust him. He’s lying...’ 

Blue bolts of energy beamed out from behind an overseer’s eyes towards 
the desperate pilot. They struck him, and he fell to the floor, unconscious. 

Koenig and the watching Alphans moved threateningly towards the 
screen. But there was nothing they could do to help... yet. 

‘Forgive the interruption. Your pilot is in a feverish state,’ Mentor spoke, 
unruffled. 

‘In that case I want to examine...’ Helena began fiercely. 

“You will, in good time, doctor... now please, remain in your ship until 
we contact you.’ 

The screen went dead. 


Psyche’s deceptively warm and vibrant colours flashed and swirled. 
Her fluids rose expectantly inside her thousand tubes, their atoms 
pregnant with the stored lives of the long vanquished race of Psychons. 


She waited for the additional life energies of the Alphans to be fed into 
her — to make Psychon habitable again, to make the cancerous and 
clinkered surface of her creator’s planet teem again with life. In her, was the 
secret of life. 

And in her, too, was trapped the same, restless energy of the Universe 
that had found its natural channel in her master. 

She could no more avoid the energies than an animal could avoid 
breathing air — and they were her power and her failing. For if the sensitive 
electro-biologic mechanisms inside her were not treated properly, if they 
were damaged, then the power would escape her in the most direct way 
possible. 

And now her billion particles quivered with fulfilment as she felt the 
energy of the Alphan enter into her. 

Torens struggled violently in the seat below the domed hood, but gave in, 
and sat still, exhausted. 

Sweat streamed down his face. The hands of the two fungoid ghouls who 
had got hold of his wrists felt like steel bands. They were like the grips of 
robots. 

He looked up at the ominous transparent hood and he wondered what 
Mentor was going to do to him. 

He had stopped trying to struggle. 

He had screamed himself hoarse, but it hadn’t helped. 

At least he wasn’t dead, which was better than he had expected whilst on 
board the doomed Eagle One. 

Fraser’s inert body lay on the floor in the room where the computer was... 
in the Grove, Mentor had called it. 

A translucent, floor-to-ceiling observation window separated him from 
his friend. 

Mentor’s large, robed figure stood by the side of the computer. His 
amiable features were hardened now, and Torens watched him speak an 
order to the two walking corpses who had killed or stunned Fraser. The 
Overseers walked mechanically forward, and lifted the body. They dragged 
it out of the room. 

Mentor turned to regard Torens. 

He moved forward towards the observation window, hands folded inside 
the great, velvet cuffs of his robe. 


He looked sternly inside. 

Something in the situation made Torens react again, and he began to 
struggle weakly. 

‘I’m not a bloody monkey!’ he shouted. 

Mentor shook his head sadly, as though he were a doctor staring at a 
patient for which there is no known cure. His arms unfolded, and he pressed 
a button on his belt. 

A whirring noise sounded inside the hood above Torens. The pilot looked 
up at it, his face a mass of veins and contortions as he struggled all the 
harder to free himself. 

The hood began to descend. 

It dropped lower and he felt a vertigo inside his head as its awning mouth 
came closer. 

It seemed to contain a powerful, numbing force. 

He screamed as the vertigo grew, and a stabbing pain entered his head. 

It seemed to split his skull. 

Then, merciful blackness came to him. 

The whirring hood completely covered his head, and he slumped forward 
in his seat. 

Now, a weird screaming noise began to rise inside the Grove of Psyche 
where Mentor stood. 

It was more like a whining, continuous shriek, part animal and part 
machine. 

It was the sound of Psyche. 

The fluids inside her tubes began to boil at a fierce rate. Their meniscuses 
shot up and down like pistons in their glass cases. A white swarm of 
bubbles and foam formed in the pressurized liquids, and streamed to the 
surfaces. 

In their nutrient tanks, the brain-like masses began to glow and the light 
that came off them pulsated madly. 

Beneath the hood, inside the Brain Transfer Unit, Torens’ figure jerked 
back into a kind of life. 

It began convulsing violently. 

His body jerked and shook. His eyes stared wildly open as though awake. 
They rolled upwards into his head. From his mouth ejaculated a hideous 
scream of pain and terror. 


His pitiful mind was evacuated from his brain. 

The pilot’s memories, his vital life energies were transferred to the 
glowing brains and Psyche sighed with a wild, ecstatic pleasure that 
manifested itself in the Grove as an unbearable electronic oscillation. 

Mentor clasped his hands to his ears and gritted his teeth. 

Then, the computer’s screaming died away. 

The meniscuses quietened down and the glowing brains reverted back to 
their normal states. 

Mentor lowered his hands. 

He looked pleased, and crossed over to the nutrient tanks. 

He studied a group of indicators. 

Maya came in, and he smiled beneficently at her. 

She walked proudly towards.the tanks and joined her father. She looked 
pleased at his evident success. 

‘Ah... Maya... observe...’ Mentor swept her towards him, and indicated 
the readings to her. 

‘An increase in Psyches’ power levels, Father!... how?’ 

She looked surprised. 

“The Alphan’s pilot, Torens has been in rapport with her... and this is the 
result.’ 

‘He agreed?’ asked his daughter incredulously. 

“Yes.” 

‘And there are no harmful side-effects?’ 

Mentor pursed his lips. Behind his eyes there was a flicker of doubt. He 
squeezed her arm affectionately. 

‘None!’ he said reassuringly. ‘Look... he’s tired... but I have instructed 
one of the Overseers to look after him until he is rested.’ 

Daughter and Father looked through the observation window. Torens had 
come round. He looked sleepy and drugged. The two Overseers were 
helping him to his feet and walking him out of the room. 

Maya turned to her father, smiling radiantly. 

‘That’s wonderful, father... will the rest of them help us too? They are 
intelligent people.’ 

Mentor turned away so that his daughter could not see his face. As he did 
so, he noticed the screen on the wall. It showed the figures of Koenig and 
the Alphans moving urgently down a subterranean passageway. 


He answered her slowly. ‘Yes, I am sure they will...’ 

Abruptly he brought his fingertips to his temples. His brow furrowed 
with concentration, and the screen went dead — before his daughter had the 
chance to see the desperate figures on it. 


The winding, subterranean passageway, hewn from the rock, led the Eagle 
Four crew steeply downwards. 

The air was hot and acrid with the acid fumes of sulphur dioxide. 

The walls, illuminated by their torches, were composed of the same 
multi-coloured mineral veins as the mountain ranges on the planet’s 
unstable surface. 

They gleamed and shone with moisture and a dozen rare and unknown 
metals, amongst them Tiranium — the precious radioactive metal they had 
come to Psychon to find. Ironically it lay all around them, and now its 
acquisition was of secondary importance. 

Nevertheless, Helena picked up loose nodules of the substance as they 
went along, and stowed them in her medical carrier. In a few seconds she 
had gathered enough to repair the life support systems, and last Moon Base 
Alpha for months to come. 

She ran to catch up Koenig and the others who had now reached an 
opening in the dingy tunnel. Since leaving the Eagle Four, they had 
wandered for what seemed like hours in the catacombs, searching for a way 
into Mentor’s stronghold, and she was relived to see that they seemed to be 
getting somewhere. 

Koenig held up his arm for silence, and she crept as quietly as she could 
towards the motionless trio. 

They heard a volley of faint chipping sounds drifting through the steamy 
air. 

Cautiously, they peered round the comer into the chamber. 

A scene at once surreal and terrifying met their gaze. 

The passage had opened into a huge, man-made cavern, heavy with 
Swirling volcanic vapours. 

Amongst the fumes, bizarre forms moved. They toiled with heavy mining 
tools which they used to hack at the rock faces. 

They were life-forms of all shapes and sizes, of terran and alien origin. 


A tall reptilian creature with a semi-humanoid fish-head, swung a pick 
listlessly at a boulder which had been blasted away from the face. 

A squat, blue creature with an enormous head and bulging eyes, 
lethargically panned broken fragments of the minerals it had extracted. 

A gross humanoid with green fur and misshapen limbs, stared vacantly 
about it with lidless, saucer eyes. It seemed at a loss as to what to do with 
itself. It seemed to be staring straight at the watching Alphans, but its gaze 
cut chillingly through them. 

Lying on the uneven ground, almost completely immersed in the opaque 
vapours, was a very weird being indeed. Its lower quarters were composed 
of a vegetable, rooty system, but it had a humanoid, upper torso covered 
with a pitted, bark-like skin. It swung wearily and expressionlessly at the 
rock face, its eyes streaming an anguished mass of fluid. 

Standing ominously about them were the decaying figures of the fungoid 
Overseers. They stood stiffly with their arms crossed, and gave an 
impression of absolute authority. 

The Alphans looked at one another, stunned. 

‘Diverse life forms,’ Helena whispered. 

‘They must be from the space ships we saw out there,’ Koenig 
conjectured. 

Macinlock stared in horrified fascination at them. 

“The way they move... the way they look.’ 

‘They’re suffering from some kind of brain damage,’ Helena told him. 
She shuddered. ‘Now we know what Mentor means by “welcome”.’ 

Neither the slave miners nor the Overseers seemed to be aware of their 
presence, so they stepped into the open and began making their way across 
the cavern. 

They entered another passageway, leading deeper into the planet. 

The sound of the miners gradually faded, but then the silence was 
shattered by a peal of laughter. 

It was an insane, chilling, sadistic sound that echoed mockingly from in 
front of them, and it froze their bones to the marrow. 

It was followed by a scream of pain. 

The scream faded away, back to silence again. 

They looked at one another in fear. Holding their weapons in front of 
them, they continued onward. 


Almost immediately they came to another cavern. This one was even 
vaster than the last, and contained many more of the shambling, 
disorientated slaves. 

They moved warily through them, when suddenly, Helena gave a shout 
of alarm. 

“Torens!’ 

In their path wandered the ghost-like shape of the pilot from Eagle One. 

His eyes were glazed and lifeless. He stared blankly ahead of him as he 
walked past them, carrying a container of ore. 

“Torens!’ Koenig shouted, horrified. 

He reached out and grabbed at the pilot’s jacket sleeve. 

But Torens tore himself away with his forward, zombie-like progress. He 
carried the ore to a larger container. 

“He doesn’t know us!’ Macinlock shouted. 

Helena swallowed. She looked bone-white. She had seen symptoms such 
as these on only a few occasions, but she was quite sure what they 
indicated. 

‘His mind has been destroyed,’ she informed them. 

Concemed, Koenig rushed towards Torens. 

“Torens..’ he began. 

But he got no further. 

A massive, sledge-hammer blow struck his system. 

He felt his body go numb. 

When he came to, he was lying on the floor, his body aching painfully. 

He picked himself up. Groggily he surveyed Torens and the container. 

‘A forcefield...’ 

As he tried to fathom a way of getting to the pilot, a shuffling sound 
came from behind. 

An Overseer was bearing down on them, taking stiff, mechanical strides. 
Its face was mask-like, repulsive. Behind the thin eye-vents a sullen blue 
light pulsed. 

Instinctively, Koenig brought up his stun gun and fired at it. 

An intense, pencil-thin beam of light struck the fungoid hood that seemed 
to cover most of the creature’s head and shoulders. 

Abruptly, it vanished. 

In its place lay a small piece of smoking rock. 


‘... The charge was only set to stun...” Koenig broke the awed silence. 

Picard looked grim. 

‘Molecular transformation,’ he said. ‘We’ve seen it with the space ship 
and the balls of light... now here it is again.’ 

As they looked, the rock converted itself into a whirling band of vertical 
light. 

It faded away, and Mentor materialized before them. He looked very 
annoyed. 

‘Surrender your weapons, Commander.’ 

Koenig tried to move past Mentor’s image. 

‘I advise you not to,’ Mentor spoke sharply. “There is an energy screen 
round this image. You cannot get through.’ 

Picard laughed sardonically. He lifted the rocket rifle into a firing 
position and aimed it at Mentor’s projection. 

‘His image is only a communication circuit,’ he said. ‘Laser energy of 
sufficient power might just be able to overload it.’ 

Mentor’s expression changed to one of severe cautioning. 

‘I warn you, Koenig. Any force you use will be turned against you.’ 

Picard looked at Koenig. 

‘I think I can neutralize it.’ 

Koenig seemed unsure. 

“Wait Lew...’ he began. 

But Picard went ahead and fired at the image. 

A massive charge arced outward, blinding them with its intensity. 

The arc struck, but instead of disrupting the image, it bounced off its 
surface and arced back. 

It struck Picard. 

It enveloped him in a glaring ball of energy. 

When the light cleared, he had vanished. 

‘Picard...’ Helena screamed. 

Koenig and Macinlock raised their weapons at the image, but as they did 
so the guns turned into smoking rocks, and they quickly threw them to the 
ground. 

‘Commander... to resist is foolish,’ Mentor’s voice boomed at them. His 
expression had mellowed again — as though such cogent demonstrations of 
his powers had pacified the psychosis inside him. 


Helena was still staring distraughtly at the spot where Picard had 
disappeared. Koenig reached out and grabbed her arm. 

He pulled her away with him, down the passageway, followed by 
Macinlock and Hays. 

As they went, Mentor stared gravely after them. 

“Very well,’ he said. 

His image dissolved into empty air. 

A moment later, a weird green glow began to fill the dank tunnels. 

It rippled like a tropical ethereal sea water. 

It emanated from in front of the Eagle crew. 

They stopped and stared down the straight, narrow passageway. 

‘It’s... the ball,” Macinlock shouted a warning. But they were too late to 
react. 

The blinding sphere that had absorbed the Eagle One, and later their own 
craft, appeared. 

It began speeding silently towards them at an enormous rate. Before they 
could turn and flee it had engulfed them, and they felt their minds being 
sucked away into an intense blackness. 


Hundreds of thousands of miles away through space, the delicate, probing 
photographic sensors at Moon Base Alpha panned across the bleak heavens. 

In the Command Centre beneath the lunar surface, Security Chief, Tony 
Verdeschi, Sandra Benes, Jameson and others grimly watched the pictures 
that the cameras brought back to them. 

They looked worried, distraught, and tired. 

They had located Psychon and the screen was filled once more with its 
bubbling, smoking death landscape. 

Sandra sat at her console running her hands through her tousled hair, and 
shaking her head. 

‘Keep scanning, Sandra... they’re down there somewhere,’ Verdeschi told 
her. 

As they worked, a door slid open and Annette Fraser entered, carrying a 
tray of containers. She looked the worst of all. Recent tears still stained her 
cheeks with diluted mascara, and the tray shook in her hand as she walked. 
But she had wanted to keep control of herself. She had wanted to help — 


for she knew that she would be no use to her husband, Bill Fraser, if she 
gave way to the crippling heartache inside that craved her absolution. 

She set the table down with a clatter, and began handing out the 
containers of coffee. 

No one spoke to her, not knowing what to say. 

There was nothing they could say. 

Sandra stared in exasperation at her console. 

“They’re down there somewhere, but I can’t get a reading,’ she whined. 
‘All we get is the planet surface... and those shock waves. They’re growing. 
But they’re not emanating from Psychon. they’re coming from a completely 
different sector.’ 

She looked totally confused. 

“They must be interference waves of some kind. I shouldn’t worry about 
them yet,’ Verdeschi told her. He looked grimly at the moving film on the 
screen. ‘Our beam on Psychon must be bouncing off a scanner shield of 
some kind. It looks like Mentor’s put a block on what’s going on.’ 

Annette had moved to the back of the room handing out more of the 
containers, and he took the opportunity to quiz Sandra about her. 

‘Is she going to be all right?’ 

The technician shook her head. She heaved a deep sigh. 

‘She will be as long as she knows he’s alive.’ 

‘I’m afraid she’s going to crack up.’ 

‘Be patient with her, Tony. They’ve only been married two months.’ 

She seemed near to tears. 

She looked down again at her readings. 

They swam before her eyes, and they were meaningless. 


The waves of dark buffeted about inside Koenig’s head. Gradually his 
consciousness returned. 

He was lying on some kind of a seat. 

The room seemed painfully bright when he opened his eyes, but he 
couldn’t focus on its blurred, hazy outlines. 

Something was lying on the floor, gazing at him. It was a creature of 
some kind. 


He shook his head and sat up. Abruptly, his vision cleared and he looked 
once more towards the shape. 

His hand reached for his gun, and he pressed himself against the wall 
when he saw that the creature was a fully-grown, mature, adult lioness. 

It was gazing calmly at him, whiskers twitching. Unlike most lionesses 
he had seen, this one seemed to possess an uncanny intelligence. 

The room that he had been put in was small and square, three sides of 
which were wall. The fourth side appeared to lead out into the corridor. 

He began working his way around the lioness, towards the exit. As he did 
so the animal’s outlines shimmered. They converted into a pillar of energy. 
The pillar faded, and in its place stood the stunningly beautiful woman he 
had seen in the company of their captor. 

‘Did I startle you, Commander?’ she asked, smiling demurely. 

Koenig suppressed his feelings of astonishment... and desire. 

“Wasn’t that the idea?’ 

‘Forgive me. I meant no harm.’ She looked hurt. 

“You Psychons are full of fun and games... who are you?’ he asked 
sardonically. 

‘Maya... Mentor’s daughter.’ 

‘His daughter!... and just as tricky, I think.’ 

He moved forward to touch her, but his hands came into contact with a 
forcefield. 

‘Abh...’ he gasped, as the electrical charge surged up his body. He 
withdrew quickly. ‘I’m not getting into contact with one of those again.’ 

‘I’m sorry... I should have warmed you... about the forcefield...’ 

‘Of course,’ Koenig said dryly, nursing his hands. ‘Where’s the rest of 
my party?’ 

A genuinely puzzled expression appeared on Maya’s face. 

“Why are you so unfriendly?’ she asked. 

Koenig looked at her frozenly. Then something inside him snapped. 

‘I’ve been lied to...” he began angrily, ‘... assaulted, seen my people 
brutalized, killed... shall I go on?’ 

Maya looked at him with alarm, and some indignity. 

‘Obviously, Commander, you have not fully recovered.’ 

‘Mentor betrayed us!’ Koenig shouted louder than he intended. His face 
was red. ‘Viciously destroyed us...’ 


Now the cat-like woman looked angry herself. Her eyes blazed 
defensively. 

‘My father would not harm anyone.’ 

Before Koenig could reply, she reached up to the gold pendant that hung 
from her neck. Her slender fingers touched one of its flashing, radiating 
spokes. 

The force field shimmered and went down. 

‘Come,’ she said icily. ‘He wants to see you.’ 

She began leading the way down the corridor and Koenig followed. 
Absurdly, he found himself feeling guilty about his outburst towards her, for 
there was something about her straightforward manner that intimated to him 
that she was not entirely to blame for her father’s doings. 

Soon they reached the room where he had seen Torens and Fraser force- 
fed to the brain-destroying process, and his knuckles tightened once more in 
anger. 

The robed figure of Mentor raised his arms when he noticed them arrive. 
He smiled a strange, tense smile in greeting. 

Koenig almost retched. 

‘Come in, Commander Koenig.’ 

Koenig walked past him into the Grove. Maya followed him, but her 
father restrained her. 

‘Not now, my dear. The Commander and I have important business to 
discuss,’ he told her gently. 

‘But, father... the Commander is very unhappy. I want to be here when 
you explain.’ 

She looked deeply unhappy herself. 

As Koenig’s eyes swept over the colourful, bubbling tubes on the dais in 
front of him, his ears noted her distress and her father’s gentle but firm 
response. 

‘Don’t worry, Maya,’ Mentor said, ‘the Commander will understand. Go 
now. You can speak to him later.’ 

Koenig heard her impatient cry, and the sound of her footsteps echoing 
out of the room. 

He did not turn, but waited instead for Mentor to approach him. 

‘Psyche, Commander... a biological computer,’ Mentor informed him 
from behind. 


Koenig continued looking at the coloured tubes. Despite himself, he was 
fascinated. 

‘... created from the minds and bodies of those of our people who 
survived the disaster which overwhelmed us when nature ran wild.’ 

“Where are my people?’ Koenig asked him bluntly. 

‘Study Psyche first, Commander,’ Mentor spoke more coldly. ‘Our 
destinies are linked you know.’ 

“We’ll determine our own destinies...’ Koenig began, but Mentor 
interrupted him. 

“You’ve seen this planet. A volcanic furnace. Through Psyche I shall 
transform it... change it back into the beautiful world it once was. A world 
fit for our civilization to begin again...’ 

The burning fanatacism that they had detected in Mentor began to 
express itself more deeply and emotively with these words. Koenig realized 
that the psychosis probably was real, and he spoke more carefully, not 
wishing to risk the safety of his crew. 

‘All right, Mentor. You have a beautiful dream. I’ll talk more about it 
after I see my people.’ 

But Mentor seemed not to have heard him. 

‘Psyche needs energy to complete her task, energy that is only found in 
the minds of intelligent life forms... in other words, Commander... she needs 
your Alphans.’ 

Koenig spun round to face him, appalled. 

‘Those creatures in the pits... Torens... You’ve fed their minds into that 
machine?’ 

Mentor looked imploringly at him. There was a slightly hysterical pitch 
in his voice. 

‘Koenig, there is no other energy source...’ 

“Why keep them in the pits? Why not let them die decently?’ Koenig 
asked bitterly. 

Mentor looked upset. 

‘I would... but their labour is needed to dig out the metal for Psyche’s 
physical being.’ 

Koenig was close to rage again. 

“You expect me to submit my people to this... obscenity?’ 


“Your presence here in space has given me the chance!’ Mentor 
exclaimed loudly, ‘... perhaps my only chance to make my world live 
again.” He seemed to remember his business at hand and his countenance 
changed abruptly to one of stern authority. 

‘Regretfully, Commander, you have no choice. You must submit!’ 

Koenig stared at him frozenly, and with hatred. 

Mentor continued talking. 

‘Psyche has the power of molecular transformation...’ 

As he spoke, he again brought his fingertips to his head, and concentrated 
deeply. The communications’ screen on the wall flickered into life, 

Koenig tensed when he saw the silvery outbuildings of Moon Base 
Alpha, and in the background the stars hanging in black space. 

‘Power, Koenig, to transform matter into any form or shape I choose... 
observe your lunar landscape.’ 

He brought down his hands and touched a button on his belt. 

Instantly, a building in the research area on the lunar landscape began to 
glow. Smoke began to pour from it. 

‘Refuse what I ask and I will reduce your moon to ashes.’ 

Koenig reacted quickly. His eyes looked strangely alert. 

“You’re right Mentor, we can’t fight you,’ he said. 

Mentor beamed. He looked down and touched his belt. 

“Thank you for your co-operation...’ he began. 

‘No. Not so fast, Mentor,’ Koenig interrupted him. ‘You’re not reading 
me.’ He looked at him challengingly. 

The Psychon’s smile disappeared from his features, and he frowned. 

‘Go ahead. Destroy the moon,’ Koenig continued. 

Mentor hesitated, uncertain of the other’s intentions. 

“Very well,’ he said coldly. 

He reached for his belt again and pressed another button. On the screen, 
the damaged lunar building erupted into flame, spewing debris over two 
moonbuggies which were crawling across the rocky terrain to investigate. 

Koenig winced, but feigned indifference. 

“You want me to bring violent death down on your people?’ Mentor 
asked him. 

‘At least they’ll die quickly,’ Koenig replied almost vacantly. He still 
gazed at the smoking spot where the research building had stood. 


Mentor’s voice rose angrily. 

‘I have the power, and I will use it!’ he declared. 

‘Destroy the Moon and you defeat yourself. No Moon, no Alphans.’ 

Both men turned their eyes from the screen and stared at each other, 
Koenig unflinching, Mentor close to outrage. But the Psychon controlled 
the blazing energy that threatened behind his eyes. 

‘Do what I want and you and your friends will be spared. A place will be 
found for you on the new Psychon...’ 

‘No deal,’ Koenig replied emphatically. 

Mentor’s face hardened. Slowly he turned away and walked over to the 
observation window. 

“You wished to know about the rest of your party,’ he said levelly. 

Warily, Koenig followed him. 

He had not had the chance to examine the Grove fully. 

When he reached the window and saw Helena, Fraser, Hayes and 
Macinlock sat in the chairs wearing the benign-looking hoods, a massive 
mental blow struck him. 

His heart banged heavily and his body shook visibly with the shock. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


‘Helena!’ he cried. 

He sprang forward and pressed his hands to the glass. 

He stared derangedly inside at the doctor, who had seen him and was 
now struggling desperately to free herself. She was screaming but he 
couldn’t hear what she said through the thick glass. 

The three men by her side were straining and pulling at strong, wide 
straps which held them in place. 

Koenig turned wildly to face Mentor. 

The fungoid Overseers had appeared, and were standing silently to 
attention about the room. 

He struggled to control the conflict that raged inside him. 

Calmly, Mentor touched a button at his belt, and the weird high-pitched 
screaming of the computer began. 

‘In a few seconds their minds will be squeezed dry and Psyche shall have 
them,’ Mentor told him calmly. 

For a moment, Koenig became rigid with indecision. 

Then an idea sprang in his mind. 

‘Wait!’ he shouted. 

Quickly, Mentor pressed a button and the awful screaming subsided. 

The four captives slumped exhaustedly in their seats. 

“Yes, Commander?’ Mentor asked him expectantly. 

“You win,’ Koenig said. He looked downcast. 

‘I knew you would come round to my way of thinking, Commander...’ 
He gazed at Koenig with the gaze that a victor reserves for a victim. 

“What do you want me to do?’ Koenig asked him bitterly. 

Mentor looked gratified. His being seemed to swell and emanate power 
from beneath the rich robes that he wore. 

‘I want you, Commander, to talk to your Alphans on the Moon. I want 
you to explain to them that you have found a habitable planet, and I want 
you to order them to come here. All of them.’ 

‘Put me in contact,’ Koenig said simply. 


Mentor’s eyebrows raised themselves slightly, but he did as he was bid. 
He raised his ringed fingers to his forehead, and concentrated. 

A bleep sounded on the screen, and the familiar surroundings of the 
Command Centre flashed into focus on it. 

Expressionlessly, Koenig watched the figures of Verdesehi and Sandra 
Benes rising from their consoles. They were staring at the full-size image of 
Koenig on their screen with a mixture of astonishment and relief. 

He watched Annette Fraser rush over from the back of the room and 
stand by their side. 

‘John!’ Verdeschi exclaimed in surprise. ‘We’d given up on you...’ 

Koenig looked sharply at Mentor who had retreated to one side, off set. A 
moment of indecision returned to him. 

‘Commander, what’s happening?’ Verdeschi asked worriedly. 

At length, Koenig spoke. His face looked placid, but there was a slight 
tautness about it that Verdeschi picked up on. 

“Tony, we’ve made contact with the people down here,’ he said. ‘Our 
sensors misinformed us about this planet. We’ve discovered huge 
subterranean areas which are habitable...’ 

He watched the reaction on their faces. Annette and Sandra were 
beaming happily. 

“We have been given permission to settle here...’ He paused tersely. 
‘Evacuate Moon Base Alpha as soon as possible.’ 

Verdeschi’s face creased in alarm. 

‘Evacuate...?’ 

“Yes. I want you to ship our people down her in phased relays.’ 

Verdeschi gave a horrified laugh. 

‘Just like that... no study, no research... just pack up and go down?’ 

The figure of Annette ran forward towards Verdeschi. Sandra’s figure ran 
after her, and caught her. 

“Why is he resisting?’ he heard Annette ask the other woman angrily. 

Sandra pulled the girl back to her console. 

Koenig stared stonily at the screen. 

‘Are you disputing my order?’ he asked in a severe tone of voice. 

Verdeschi spoke hastily. 

‘Not disputing, John... just wondering...’ 


‘Directive Four,’ Koenig snapped. ‘It empowers the Commander to act in 
a situation like this. You will do as you are ordered. The evacuation 
procedure is all laid down... so signal when you’re ready to land the first 
wave.’ 

The screen went blank. 

Koenig looked drained of energy. Distantly he noticed that the door to the 
Brain Transfer Section was open and Helena and the others were on their 
feet, staring incredulously at him. 

Mentor walked up to him. 

“Thank you, Koenig. You may join your crew now.’ 

Koenig looked uncertainly inside the Transfer room, not relishing what 
he saw. Nevertheless, he went and joined them. 

‘Traitor!’ Macinlock spat at him. The Eagle Chief’s face was a mask of 
bitterness and loathing. Unable to control himself, he launched himself at 
his commander. But before his outstretched hands could reach him, a thin 
beam of blue light from an Overseer struck him in the chest, and he 
collapsed at Koenig’s feet, unconscious. 

Koenig stared down at him impassively, before looking up at Helena’s 
angry face. 

‘It was the only way out,’ Koenig told her emotionlessly. 

Mentor’s voice came from the Grove. 

“You owe him your lives. You should be grateful,’ he said to them. 

Helena ignored the Psychon, and turned to Koenig. 

‘But the price is too high,’ she complained. 

‘Our survival,’ Koenig said, grating his teeth. He longed to take Helena 
in his arms and explain to her, but he couldn’t. 

‘...but what about the hundreds up on Alpha?’ she demanded. 

“What about them, Commander?’ Fraser asked him challengingly. 

“You can end up like the ones in the pit. Not me,’ Koenig replied levelly. 
He started to walk away, but Helena grasped his shoulder. 

‘John... listen...’ 

Koenig shrugged her off and walked away. 

She stared after him, angry and puzzled. 


Tony Verdeschi stared, desperately unhappily, at the Big Screen in 
Command Centre. The older, wiser, more experienced and knowledgeable 
face of Professor Victor Bergman came to his mind. He would know what 
to do, and he wished that he could go to him for council now. 

The Professor had guided Moon Base Alpha in the first years of its 
isolation away from Earth. 

He had been a familiar and loved figure, but now he was dead, killed by a 
faulty space suit, and could offer his advice no more. 

The Command Centre was quiet. Only Annette Fraser seemed truly 
happy. 

Behind Verdeschi, Sandra Benes worked at her console, pressing buttons. 
The screen lit up suddenly with a slash of words. 

DIRECTIVE FOUR 

SECURITY CLASSIFIED DATA 

ACCESS DENIED. REFER TO 

COMMANDER, MOON BASE ALPHA. 

The Security Chief knew before the words appeared what they would 
Say. 

But Sandra sounded perplexed. 

‘Computer refusing access to directive four... I’ll need the security code,’ 
she complained. 

‘I know what directive four is...’ Verdeschi told her grimly, without 
turning. 

Sandra had left her seat, and was walking over to him. She did not like 
the sound of his voice. 

‘What is directive four?’ she asked. 

Verdeschi turned and scowled. He looked over Sandra’s shoulder at 
Annette to check that the operator was out of earshot. Then he spoke 
confidently to the technician. 

‘It’s a coded signal. A clear instruction to destroy the place it originated 
from.’ 

The woman looked horrified. 

‘Destroy the planet...? They’re still down there.’ 

Verdeschi heaved a heavy sigh of resignation. 

‘Tt’s mandatory.’ 

Sandra looked at him incredulously. 


‘And you’ll carry it out?’ 

They both looked at one another, appalled by the implications. For a 
moment Verdeschi did not answer her. Then his jaw set, and became harder. 

‘Return to your station,’ he said slowly. 

The technician backed away from him, as she would from one carrying a 
contageous disease. 

He turned abruptly, and walked towards the Commander’s chair. He sat 
down and called Jameson. 

The Computer’s print out on the screen disappeared, and the tired face of 
the Defence Chief appeared in the weapons section. 

“Yes, Tony?’ he asked. ‘Any developments?’ 

‘Prepare Robot Eagle...’ Verdeschi said, ignoring the question. 

Jameson looked faintly surprised. 

‘Robot Eagle ready to launch... I always keep her ready. You know that.’ 

‘Then give the estimated time of arrival at attack position P-AD6 SS- 
ea 0 rks 

Jameson shrugged. ‘You’ll have to give me a moment,’ he said. 

The screen went blank. A few moments later Jameson’s face appeared on 
it again. His tiredness had disappeared. This time he looked positively 
electric. 

‘Hey, that co-ordinate... it’s...’ 

‘I know, I know,’ Verdeschi tried to shut him up. ‘Just let me know the 
time of arrival, will you?’ 

Jameson breathed in deeply and swallowed. 

‘OK... If we launch her now... she’ Il arrive at attack position at 1520.’ 

“Thanks...’ 

‘Attack position...?’ Annette picked up the words from her console. She 
looked suddenly alarmed. 

Sandra looked at her with commiseration. 

Verdeschi kept his eyes on the screen. He could not bear looking at her. 
He didn’t want her to create a scene. 

‘Maximum destruction power?’ he asked Jameson. 

“Tony, you can’t be serious!’ Jameson exploded. ‘When that Eagle hits 
Psychon there won’t be enough left of the planet to make a pebble.’ 

“What are you doing?’ Annette cried with shock. She left her console and 
ran over to Verdeschi. She looked at him in a dazed way. 


Verdeschi gritted his teeth. 

‘Obeying orders...’ 

“You can’t. Bill is down there,’ she shouted in anguish. 

‘So is the Commander and Dr Russell and...’ 

“You’re going to destroy the planet!’ she screamed. She looked totally 
out of control. 

‘Directive four cannot be countermanded,’ Verdeschi continued stonily. 
But he did not feel like stone. Inside, he felt like a weak, sloppy mess. 

“Why don’t we double check?’ Sandra asked in a pleading tone of voice. 
She could see that Annette was close to break down, and she was trying to 
help her round it. ‘I could try to raise the Commander, get clarification.’ 

But Verdeschi shook his head. 

‘No, Sandra. We haven’t time. John wouldn’t give the order unless this 
base and all the people on it faced destruction... the research block could 
have been a taste of what’s to come.’ He turned to Jameson. ‘Launch Robot 
Eagle.’ 

Annette fell on Verdeschi. She began pounding on his chest with both 
hands and screaming. 

‘No... no...’ she screamed. ‘No... no... No...! 

But Verdeschi did not try to stop her. He stared instead through tears of 
his own at the screen. 

The film had changed to a shot of the launch pad and he watched the 
Robot Eagle rising out of the ground on its platform. He watched the rapid 
spill of fire from her exhausts, and the quiver of power that ran through her 
monstrous body. Then he watched her rising, burning into the black airless 
sky against the millions of burning stars. 

‘In ten minutes it will all be over,’ he whispered weakly, as Annette slid 
to the floor at his feet. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


‘How primitive... and how disgusting that the Commander should descend 
to such deception!’ Maya stormed as she and her father stood reading a 
flashing console in the Grove. 

Mentor looked darkly at her. 

‘No life forms... it’s a robot device... programmed to destroy Psychon,’ 
he said. 

Maya turmed angrily, intending to confront the Commander, but her 
father restrained her. A calculating look had appeared on his face. 

‘Don’t confront him yet, Maya. Let him think he has deceived us.’ 

But Maya was relentless. She did not mind much about her own feelings, 
but she hated the thought that someone had hurt her father’s. In her eyes, 
Mentor was kindly and tolerant, the kind of person who might be made the 
focus of ridicule by others of a more materialistic and scheming nature. 

‘I don’t have your tolerance, father,’ she fumed. 

She pulled herself away from his grip and stalked out. 

She ran down the corridor, a thousand thoughts on her mind. Most of all 
she wanted to speak to that Commander. She wanted to tell him what she 
thought of him... 

‘How could he be so two-faced?’ She talked to herself as she ran. ‘He 
came to help us... it was just a cheap trick, a cheap trick!’ 

She rounded a corner and came to the cell where they had left the 
Alphans. It seemed strange to her that the Alphans should have been 
imprisoned, but she did not question her father’s ways. Although she didn’t 
understand his work fully, or the way he worked, she knew that he could 
not be wrong. What he did, was for the good of Psychon. 

When she arrived, Mentor was already speaking to the Alphans over the 
communications screen, and she stood and waited by the forcefield. She 
realized that he must have decided to talk to them after all. 

The woman doctor and the other two Alphans were lying and sitting 
about the cell. The Commander had risen to his feet. 


‘Now, who is the betrayer, Commander?’ her father asked in a severe 
tone of voice. ‘Did you think your childish trick would go undetected?’ 

“We live in hope,’ the Commander replied. He looked bitterly upset. But 
the other Alphans began to exchange puzzled glances at each other behind 
his back. 

‘Sending a Robot Eagle to destroy this planet. You self-sacrificing fool...’ 
Mentor continued. 

‘John...’ Helena began tenderly. She rose to her feet and began to walk 
towards him, her arm outstretched to touch him. 

Koenig looked at her with a mixture of bitterness and guilt. 

‘I’m sorry I had to put you through a ringer,’ he said. 

Macinlock and Hays rose to their feet, wearing deeply strained 
expressions. 

‘Commander... I’m sorry... I should have known...’ Macinlock began. He 
ignored Mentor. He didn’t know where to put himself. 

‘I couldn’t take the chance of telling you,’ Koenig said. ‘It was no-one’s 
fault. Don’t blame yourself, Mark.’ 

Mentor’s face on the screen looked enraged. 

“Your Robot Eagle will be destroyed first... then your Moon, 
Commander.’ 

Koenig looked up sharply. 

“That way we both lose. Let’s negotiate.’ 

‘Negotiate...!. With a liar!’ Maya shouted, shrill with anger and 
indignation. She stepped closer to the deadly forcefield that sealed off the 
cell, revealing her presence. Abruptly, her father’s face disappeared from 
the screen. The Alphans spun round, startled. 

“You disgust me. We welcome you as friends and you plot to kill us!’ she 
spat at them coldly. 

Koenig grew angry. 

‘What are we supposed to do?’ he asked. ‘Stand by and let Mentor 
destroy us?’ 

Maya felt her blood boil. She still found difficulty accepting the 
Commander as an enemy, and she was as much angry with herself as she 
was with him. 

‘My father is an honourable man!’ she declared. 


The Commander’s flat face looked at her strangely, as though 
scrutinizing her thoughts, and she shrank inside herself. His voice changed. 

“Why do you think he wants us here?’ he asked her. 

“You know why?’ Maya retorted hotly. ‘Without help he can’t transform 
this planet. Other people have helped him...’ 

‘And what happened to them?’ Koenig demanded. 

She hesitated, and found herself flushing. 

“They... they attained happiness.’ 

She realized from their looks, that she had not given a satisfactory 
answer. She searched her confused mind for answers. She had to make 
them see that her father was innocent... But innocent of what? Even as she 
found herself defending him, she found herself realizing that deep down, 
even she thought him guilty, and she was horrified at herself. Frantically, 
she pushed the unpleasant thoughts aside, and repeated one of her father’s 
maxims. 

‘Rapport with Psyche benefits everyone!’ 

‘Not true!’ The Commander advanced towards the forcefield. He wore a 
brutal expression on his face. “That machine destroys people’s minds!’ 

She found herself trying to close off her mind. She adopted a supercilious 
stance. 

“There’s no vile thing you won’t say against my father!’ she snapped. 

‘Go down to the pits... see for yourself!’ Koenig’s face was now almost 
pressed up against the forcefield, without quite touching it, and she shrank 
away from it. 

It hovered in front of her, poking its way into the part of her mind she 
didn’t want to function. 

‘Nobody’s allowed down there. They’re radioactive,’ she said, 
weakening. 

“Who says... Mentor?’ 

The voice probed in her thoughts. She knew that it had beaten her with its 
logic. Deep down she knew that it was right, but she refused to 
acknowledge it. 

“There’s nobody down there, I tell you.’ 

“We were down there Maya,’ Koenig told her. ‘Go down. See what we’ve 
seen. Mindless hulks destroyed by your father.’ 

‘No! It’s not true!’ she heard herself shouting. 


‘Go down and see. Then let us out of here so we can stop him,’ the 
woman doctor spoke pleadingly to her. She had a desperate look on her face 
that did not look as though it could have harboured deceit. 

‘No... no...’ 

‘Go and see!’ the Commander insisted earnestly. 

She found herself backing away from them. As she went she noticed that 
desperation was also beginning to appear behind the Commander’s iron 
mask. 

It didn’t make sense. 

“You’re lying... you’re lying!’ 

She turned away from the hateful scene and ran off down the corridor. 

The corridor spun crazily in front of her as the insect doubts inside her 
mind gradually ate their way up to the surface. They were doubts and fears 
she had harboured for a long time and never allowed to grow. 

She had intended to run to her father. 

But she found herself running to the corridor leading to the pits instead. 

The forbidden, heavily-shielded door appeared in front of her. 

Her heart banged as her body countermanded the conditioning of a 
lifetime. 

Her hands reached hastily for the pendant that swung around her neck 
and touched one of the radiant golden spokes. The door opened, and beyond 
it she saw a steamy, vaporous tunnel that looked like the entrance to Hell. 

She braced herself to meet the radiation she knew must be in there. Then, 
destructively and recklessly, for she quested truth, she transformed herself 
into a bird, and she flew bravely and resolutely into the gaping hole. 

The tunnels were hot and damp. 

They were scarcely lit, and reminded her of her darkest thoughts. But she 
flew on, resisting the screaming urge to return, and eventually she came to 
one of the huge, underground pits. 

She alighted on a rock, and gazed at the tormented scene that met her 
eyes with horror. 

She recognized the many and weird life forms that had helped Psychon 
over the years. They were toiling in abject unknowing misery, hacking at 
the rock for the metal that Psyche needed. Even in their agony of after- 
death, they were suffering for her, and for her father’s sake. She saw Torens 


the Alphan. And the nerveless Overseers standing around like figures of 
death. 

Her being shimmered, unable to hold itself as a bird, and converted back 
into her true form. 

She felt a deep, numbing betrayal — a horror — a horror that her father 
could have done such a thing and done it in the face of her good faith. 

She felt raped. 

She felt the layers of innocence and youth peeling from her. Though she 
didn’t know — or care — as she turned to flee back up the tunnel, they 
peeled off a new, a more mature woman. 


The minutes seemed to pass like hours in the confined cell. Macinlock 
paced agitatedly up and down, while Koenig rested his chin on his hand and 
stared sullenly at the floor. 

Helena sat perfectly still next to Hays. 

No-one spoke. 

They did not know whether Maya would help them or not. She had left 
the cell looking so distraught that she might reasonably have been expected 
to do anything. 

Eventually the screen on the wall burst into life again. 

It showed the surface of Moon Base Alpha, and the captives reacted with 
a strong pang of anxiety. 

‘Commander...’ Mentor’s smooth, deep voice boomed at them, 
‘observe...’ 

Helena grasped Hays’ hand as two storage sheds attached to the Alphan 
complex pulsed with energy and exploded. 

‘Alpha will be destroyed piece by piece... and you are the one who 
caused it,’ Mentor continued. He sounded retributive. 

“We’ve got to make a deal with him,’ Fraser said desperately. ‘He’s mad.’ 

Koenig stared at the forcefield blocking their exit. 

“We can’t stop him now unless we get out of here. We’ve got to break 
that force field...’ 

He stopped speaking abruptly as he noticed Maya walking towards them 
down the corridor. She looked dazed and unhappy. 

“Maya...!’ he exclaimed. ‘You...’ 


‘Commander...’ Mentor’s voice boomed again, and another sharp pang 
made him turn towards the screen. 

A bolt of energy slashed down across the lunar sky and struck one of the 
launching pads. 

The Alphans stared in stark horror as they watched it erupt in a blinding 
white ball of light. 

Koenig turned to Maya. 

‘Maya... release the forcefield, Maya!’ 

She stood irresolutely, in front of him on the far side of the field. Now, 
Helena and the others had noticed her, and they looked at her with fresh 
hope in their eyes. 

‘He’s going to destroy three hundred more people unless we stop him.’ 

An agony of indecision tore at her features. 

‘Promise that Mentor will not be harmed,’ she said finally. 

Koenig looked at her as reassuringly as he could. 

‘I want to stop him, not harm him,’ he said. 

Maya touched one of the spokes on her pendant in a hurried gesture. 
Then she turned away and faced the wall. 

The forcefield collapsed, and the Alphans raced forward. 

“Mark... get to the Eagle... prepare for lift-off!’ Koenig yelled. ‘Helena, 
you and Fraser get Torens.’ 

Koenig and Hays hurried off towards the Grove, eventually followed by 
Maya who needed to make sure that her father came to no harm. 

The air was filled with the harsh animal screaming of Psyche. 

Mentor’s large, robed figure stood with his back to them as they entered 
the Grove. He was facing the monitor screen on his wall, his arms 
outstretched towards it like a god. 

Three Eagle ships were taking off from their launches, and bolts of 
energy were raining down on them. One of the bolts struck the lead Eagle 
and it exploded in a blaze of burning debris. 

As they entered, an Overseer stepped into their path. But before it had a 
chance to release the deadly, blue radiation from behind its eyes, Maya’s 
hand flashed to her pendant again, converting it into a lump of smoking, 
molten rock. 

Mentor noticed the disturbance, and he spun round. He stared at them in 
surprise. 


‘Maya...’ 

While father and daughter looked at each other in a moment of 
mortification, Koenig took the chance to do as much damage as he could. 

His eyes scanned the room rapidly. He noticed a large cauldron and 
sprang towards it. He picked the cauldron up and turned to face the 
colourful bubbling tubes of the computer. 

He raised the cauldron above his head and flung it forward with all his 
might. 

There was a moment of snapping glass and spurting liquid, followed by a 
strange alternation in the pitch of Psyche’s screaming. 

Koenig looked around for other implements. 

Mentor turned in alarm and sprang towards him. 

He and Koenig began wrestling, but they stopped when the computer’s 
screaming became shrill and hysterical. 

Mentor withdrew from him. 

“You’re mad!’ he cried. ‘Release Psyche’s energy and it’ll destroy the 
planet!’ 

Koenig did not listen. 

He withdrew his laser and fired at a cluster of conduits. 

They shattered, and released a billowing sheet of electronic energy into 
the room. 

The sheet twisted and bucked, shaking and smashing more of the 
equipment and throwing Alphans and Psychons alike to the floor. 

The screaming from the computer began to die down. It turned into a 
long, eerie, undulating wail. 

Then a series of strong vibrations shook the Grove and clouds of dust 
poured down from the ceiling. 

Mentor stared about him, aghast. 

He scrambled to his feet and ran across to Maya. She had risen to her feet 
and was supporting herself weakly against the observation window. 

“We must stop him, Maya...’ He gasped. 

He held her shoulders and tried to shake her. But he was too weak. 

Maya’s face streamed with tears. Her whole body seemed convulsed with 
her rampant feelings. She shook her head slowly, from side to side, along 
the glass. She closed her eyes, not daring to look at her father’s anguished 
face. 


‘I was in the pits, I saw...’ she began. 

Mentor let her go. 

He ran in a deranged manner around the room trying to save bits of the 
delicate apparatus that Koenig was smashing. 

A frenzy of destruction had taken over the Commander. He rushed 
around pushing over more of the conduits. They fell over, causing a chain 
reaction that spread quickly throughout the room. 

‘No... no...!’ Mentor shouted. 

He sounded lost and frightened now. 

‘I only wanted to do good... restore our planet...’ 

The rumbling grew louder. 

A jagged crack appeared in the floor, and a tongue of flame leapt out 
from the volcanic ground below. 

Soon the room was alight and roaring with the flames. 

Choking wreaths of smoke poured into the air. 

Maya was screaming, cut off by the flames and Koenig raced in after her. 

He picked her up and brought her back to the corridor entrance. He stood 
her on her feet. 

In the Grove, enveloped by the dancing flames and the hail of rocks and 
dust falling from the roof, Mentor still moved, trying desperately to salvage 
more of his precious Psyche. 

But now, the computer had died. 

Yet he showed no signs of wanting to escape the destruction. 

It seemed as though man and machine were inextricably bound together, 
and each had to go down with the other. 

Koenig and Maya looked at him. 

“You said he wouldn’t be harmed...” Maya moaned. 

Koenig nodded grimly. 

He plunged amongst the exploding nutrient banks in an attempt to keep 
his promise. 

But he was thrown back by the violent eruption of energy. 

‘Mentor...’ he screamed. ‘Come out.’ 

Only the sound of crackling flames and the rumbling of the earth could 
be heard. 

But eventually they heard Mentor’s reply. His words were broken, and 
they sounded weak. 


‘No... my work is gone... my life is done.’ 

‘FATHER!’ Maya screamed in anguish. 

She rushed forward towards the flames, but Koenig held fiercely on to 
her. 

“Take her away, Commander...” Mentor’s voice sounded again. They 
caught a glimpse of his fallen figure propped against the dais where the 
computer had once been housed. Part of the dais was sloping perilously 
towards the gaping, fiery vent in the floor. 

Maya struggled desperately in Koenig’s grip. 

‘Father...’ she cried, grief-stricken. ‘Come with us... Psyche made you do 
evil...’ 

‘No, save Maya, Commander...’ Mentor cried. 

Now, Maya struggled fiercely in Koenig’s arms. She abandoned her self- 
interest in her desperate love for her father. 

Her body changed abruptly back into the ocelot Koenig had seen earlier. 

It fought and clawed at Koenig with the animal’s full strength and 
savagery. 

The ocelot screamed piteously, as though calling to Mentor. When it 
discovered it still could not break free, it changed into an eagle that flapped 
its huge wings in Koenig’s face, and pecked savagely at him with its beak. 

But Koenig hung grimly to its legs. 

The eagle changed frantically into a deer, which bleated piteously to 
Mentor, and tried to escape to him on its strong, fleet legs. 

But still she could not go to her father. 

Mentor heard her calls, and with his remaining strength he called out to 
her. 

‘Understand, Maya... please, please understand...’ 

They were his last words. 

A surge of flame leapt up from the fissure, and consumed the room. 

Koenig shrank away, carrying the deer, and began running along the 
corridor. 

When they had turned a comer, he put the creature down, and Maya 
materialized again. 

She sagged against Koenig, sobbing and convulsing in her grief. 

A loud explosion sounded from the direction of the Grove. 

Koenig grabbed her, and began dragging her away. 


Maya became more controlled and they were able to move more quickly 
along the shaking tunnels. 

In places the walls had caved in, and they had to scramble over falls of 
rocks, cut and bleeding and choking with the sulphurous smoke. 

They continued to battle through, on what seemed like an endless 
journey. 

But eventually, a dim circle of light appeared in the blackness ahead of 
them, and they struggled the last few yards along the tunnel. 

They emerged into the ash-filled crater of the massive volcano. 

Stacked high around them as they ran were the murky hulks and shapes 
of the alien craft which had been lured there. 

Ahead of them they saw the Eagle Four, and they put on an extra burst of 
speed to reach it. 

The hatches were open, framing the anxious figure of Helena. 

She waved frantically when she saw them. 

Koenig and Maya staggered through the open hatch, and threw 
themselves inside. 

Hays, Macinlock and Fraser were at their seats, waiting to take the Eagle 
up, out of reach of the doomed planet. 

Helena helped them both into their seats, then she rushed to her own seat 
and strapped herself in. 

The rockets of the powerful ship thundered, and the pilot section shook. 

The crew felt its exhausts biting into the crater floor, forcing them 
upwards. 

Spumes of ashes and debris fountained into the air round about them. 

As they rose, the volcano floor itself began to erupt. 

Fire and lava rushed up its vent and helped the ship on its way. 

A massive eruption took place. 

The ship rocked and rolled. It began cartwheeling around in the sky. 

Macinlock and Fraser stabbed frantically at switches and buttons. 

Retro-rockets and stabilizers flared into life, and slowly, the Eagle was 
brought under control, and it began speeding away into the darkness of 
space. 


CHAPTER SIX 


An uneasy silence fell on the Eagle Ship as it sped away from the 
disintegrating planet. 

Psychon was a mass of white fingers, like a splodge of paint on the TV 
monitor. Slowly, the fingers expanded into space as more of the planet 
erupted. Soon it resembled a massive, burning star. 

‘Eagle Four from Alpha. Eagle Four from Alpha...’ Sandra Benes’ 
welcome voice burst over. 

Fraser touched one of the controls on his console. 

‘Go ahead Alpha.’ 

The remains of Psychon dissolved into a picture of Verdeschi’s face. He 
looked mildly happy. 

‘Bill... I’ve something to show you.’ 

Verdeschi disappeared, and a moment later Annette stood in his place. 
She was smiling, radiantly happy. 

Fraser and Macinlock exchanged grins. 

Then Fraser climbed out of his seat and faced the screen. 

He stretched up and planted a kiss on the screen where his wife’s lips 
were. He stepped back and watched the screen grow suddenly dark, as she 
did the same. 

‘I’m waiting for you,’ she said, teasingly. 

‘Me too,’ he said. ‘But until I get back we’ ll just have to make do with a 
screen!’ 

She giggled. 

He leant towards the screen again, laughing. 

Koenig stood in the background, watching in amusement. Then he turned 
and walked into the Passenger Section where Helena and Hays were seeing 
to Maya. 

They all looked pretty depressed when he walked in, and he wasn’t quite 
sure who was looking after who. 

He stood behind Helena and put his hand on her shoulder. She responded 
to the pressure, and rose to her feet. He put his arms around her and drew 


her to him. 

“We’|l be on Alpha soon. In time you’|l forget,’ he said. 

She shivered. 

‘I was thinking of Torens and Picard.’ 

‘Don’t...’ 

They had not been able to get Torens. 

“We had to leave them... We had no choice...’ she said. 

‘I know,’ he said. “There was nothing you could have done.’ 

She lifted her head from his chest and gazed at him. She looked stricken. 
Her eyes looked deep and beautiful, and tormented, but they could not cry. 

He pulled her to him. ‘Don’t do it to yourself.’ 

They kissed hard. 

After a long while, they drew apart. Whilst loving, their bodies had lost 
some of their tension. Now they both felt better, Koenig particularly, 
because he hadn’t even considered himself to be under strain. 

They smiled. 

‘I promise,’ she said, ‘to try not to.’ 

A stifled sobbing sound rose from beside them, and they both looked 
down. 

‘Maya...’ 

Koenig knelt down beside the bereaved Psychon. She had buried her 
head in her hands and was weeping into them. Her usually immaculate, 
auburn hair looked tousled and out of place. Her shoulders shook with pent- 
up feelings. 

Helena crouched down next to her. Impulsively, she flung her arms 
around her. She hugged her tightly. 

“You poor thing!’ she said to her. ‘Oh, you poor thing! You mustn’t think 
that you have no-one here who cares about you.’ 

They rocked gently backwards and forwards for a few moments. 

Then, tear-stained, Maya looked up at Koenig. 

‘Commander...’ she began, but she could not finish what she wanted to 
Say. 

“Thank you for saving our lives,’ Koenig said to her gently. 

But Maya turned her head and stared impassively away from him. 

‘And losing mine,’ she said, a trace of coldness in her trembling voice. 


‘No, no, no!’ Helena told her. She hugged her all the more tightly. “You 
are alive. You have a new life. Maya, we need you...’ 

The Psychon still sat like stone. 

Koenig looked at her profile desperately. ‘Your science is so far ahead of 
ours. There’s a place for you on Alpha,’ he said. ‘Please, Maya...’ 

But Maya did not wish to relent. 

‘Anywhere but on Psychon, I will be an Alien,’ she said in a low, firm 
voice. 

‘That will not be true, Maya,’ Koenig said. ‘I promise you... We are all 
aliens at Alpha. We all have different minds. Some of us have different 
bodies, different skins. No-one is the same. But we all get on... we need, 
and help one another, and some of us love one another. Maya, you must 
believe that...’ 

‘Commander,’ she said pleadingly. ‘Leave me, please. You cannot expect 
me to forget so easily. Leave me to think.’ 

She looked at him again. Her tears had dried up now. But he could see 
that her grief for her father was far from over. It had become dry and more 
painful because now she could no longer cry. 

But in the ashes of her old life he also saw the glimmer of a new resolve, 
too. It was deep, and it would take time to come out. 

He rose to his feet. 

Helena looked up at him, still holding on to her new patient. 

“You go,’ she said. ‘Maya and I will be all right.’ 

Koenig pursed his lips and nodded. 

He turned and walked back to the Pilot Section. 

He just missed bumping into Hays, who had left the Passenger Section 
during the emotional proceedings, and was now returning. 

He looked faintly anxious. 

‘John,’ he said. “Tony wants you.’ 

‘Now what?’ the Commander asked. ‘It’s probably about the damage. 
You’d think it could wait.’ 

He walked with Hays into the Pilot Section. 

“Yes Tony?’ he asked the figure of their Security Chief, who was 
standing by Sandra Benes’ console. 

“You'll be home soon. I didn’t want to bother you,’ Verdeschi said. 
“We’ve been receiving some puzzling shock waves. We thought they were 


something to do with the explosion at first, but they’re coming from a 
completely different sector.’ 

Koenig looked intently at the screen. 

‘H-ZR2 QR-3:01,’ Sandra read off the wave source. 

‘That’s the other side of the lunar sky,’ Koenig said thoughtfully. He 
shrugged. ‘Whatever it is, we’re probably passing it.’ 

“That’s the worrying thing, John,’ Verdeschi replied. ‘We’re not. The 
shock waves seem to be increasing in intensity and... I know this sounds 
crazy, we seem to be on a slightly veering course towards them.’ 

‘What!’ Koenig looked at him incredulously. ‘It would take an enormous 
power to move the Moon off her course. It would take a... a gravitational 
power...!’ His experienced mind moved swiftly into action. ‘Sandra, check 
the monitoring systems to see if they’re reading accurately. Tony, get an 
Eagle Survey ship ready. This crate needs overhauling...’ 

He turned to face Fraser and Macinlock. 

‘Full thrust.’ 

He looked back at Verdeschi. 

‘Stand by, we’re coming in... Damn it!’ 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The Command Centre was quieter than it had ever been. 

The Big Screen stared blankly at the Alphans from its place above the 
consoles. It was switched off because there was nothing to see. This time 
they could only listen... and wait. 

It was an intense, jittery silence. 

Koenig turned from his command chair, about to say something. 

“Ten seconds,’ Verdeschi intoned from his console. 

The Commander slumped back again, waiting. 

He stabbed a button, and the Big Screen came on. 

A wide, sweeping expanse of space lay ahead of their runaway Moon. 

Apart from the stars and invisible matter like hydrogen ions and meteoric 
dust, the space was empty. There seemed to be no explanation, no cause for 
their drift, unless... he swallowed hard on the thought that the gravitational 
mass they were being drawn towards might prove to be a black hole. They 
had gone through a black hole once, and that was enough... 

But black holes didn’t explode. They didn’t light up and explode. 

And they didn’t send out shock waves. 

“Three... two... one... ZERO.’ 

All eyes turned to the screen. 

From nowhere, a pin-point of light appeared, dead in the screen’s centre. 

It grew in intensity. It began to swell. 

‘Compute,’ Koenig ordered dryly, leaning forward in his seat. 

Behind him, he heard Sandra efficiently punching buttons on her 
computer. 

‘Magnitude within one percent of last observation,’ she told him. 

Her report was followed closely by Yasko’s. 

‘No read-out on nature or origin of explosion,’ the Japanese computer 
operator informed them. ‘It’s still too far away.’ 

“The shock wave will hit Alpha in 143.2 seconds,’ Sandra continued as 
more information flashed up on her console screen. 

Koenig’s face tightened. 


The shock waves came at precisely regular intervals. As the Moon had 
drawn closer to the mysterious source, the effect had become increasingly 
more severe. And there was no doubting now that they were not in any way 
connected with Psychon’s fading death throes. Events were happening fast, 
and despite the aquisition of fresh supplies of Tiranium, Moon Base Alpha 
was in a seriously worsening condition. 

‘Red alert!’ he said in a raised voice. 

Verdeschi hit the Red Alert button, and the base erupted into urgent 
activity. 

The high, whooping note of the emergency klaxon began to reverberate 
down its corridors and throughout all its centres. All of its personnel — two 
less now that Torens and Picard had gone — rushed to their Red Alert 
stations, donning protective gear. 

‘Check emergency life support. Check back-up power circuits. Prepare 
for casualties,’ Koenig’s voice flashed everywhere. 

Helena’s voice sounded from the Medical Section where she and Maya 
were talking. 

‘Medical Section... casualty reception units ready.’ 

Doctors and nurses hurried down the corridor in response. 

Alphans with the single word ‘RESCUE’ inscribed on their suits ran in 
other directions. 

‘One hundred seconds...’ Sandra reported tensely. 

‘Launch Eagles,’ Koenig spoke impassively. 

‘Launch Eagles,’ Verdeschi repeated, passing on the command over the 
communications system. 

They were two down on Eagle Ships, but they put up as many as they 
could. 

The legend ‘Red Alert’ flashed on the console monitors in the Command 
Centre. 

‘One minute...’ Sandra said, watching the digital countdown registers in 
front of her. 

Koenig turned to speak to Verdeschi. His face was set hard. 

“You know, we’re either going to be seriously damaged or destroyed, but 
don’t pass that on.’ 

Verdeschi looked back at him, equally grim. 

‘I know... and there’s nothing we can do but take it.’ 


Koenig nodded and looked back at the Big Screen. 

The glow of the explosion had radiated out to fill half of the glass. 

‘Lead Eagle to Command,’ Alan Carter’s picture flashed on Koenig’s 
monitor. 

“Yes, Alan?’ Koenig asked. 

‘We’re in position... on the opposite side of the Moon.’ 

‘Hold position... you’ ll be shielded from the blast.’ 

“Yes, John.’ The Australian pilot’s face looked uncharacteristically grave. 
“We’ll be ready to land as soon as the shock-wave has passed. Out.’ 

The monitor went dead. 

‘Nothing to do except... wait,’ Verdeschi said. ‘John? That new girl... 
Maya. She’s... nice. Do you think she’s OK?’ 

‘I think she’s terrific, Tony,’ Koenig replied. 

‘If anything happens... I want you to know I quite fancied her.’ 

Koenig didn’t reply. 

“Thirty seconds,’ Sandra called shakily. 

‘All personnel below surface,’ Yasko ordered. 

‘Rescue teams at station. All airlocks sealed,’ Verdeschi spoke into his 
monitor. 

‘Medical section ready,’ Helena’s voice came over. 

And you’re terrific too, Koenig thought as he heard her voice. 

“Twenty seconds,’ Sandra called out. 

“Take cover,’ Koenig warned sharply. 

Dead silence fell again on them. This time the silence covered all of 
Moon Base Alpha, as the Alphans who lived inside it, their preparations 
complete, waited. 

The exaggerated clicking of the digital clock in Command Centre, 
normally unheard, now began to sound loudly as it struck off the seconds... 

Nine... 

Fight... 

Koenig looked at the Big Screen. 

It had almost completely filled with the white, scabrous mass. 

Seven... 

Six... 

Five... 

Four... 


Three... 

Two... 

One... 

The Moon Base began to tremor. 

Its foundations deep below the lunar surface began to rock, ever so 
slightly as the absurdly powerful front of energy struck. 

The fingertips of energy were only the advance guard of the real centre of 
the force. 

They tickled and played with the lump of rock that had drifted in their 
path. 

Alphans cowered below bunk beds and computer consoles. 

Eagles waited, swaying in space. 

Then the main body of the shock wave moved over. 

It vibrated deeply through the ancient, cracked mass of the Moon. 

And an enormous cosmic hand smacked against the planet. 


Nervously, Alan Carter glanced at the instruments panel of Eagle Two in 
front of him. 

Only these told him in fact that the shock-wave had hit the Moon. 

He and the fleet of Eagle ships were sheltered behind the planet, well 
protected from the blast. 

Everything on board was quiet and running smoothly. The flashing 
panels and the digital numerals appearing on the small TV monitor told him 
that the worst was over. 

They had withstood the shock and their home remained intact. 

But he waited anxiously for confirmation from Command Centre. 

No hint of life came from the section monitor, and he stabbed at a button. 

‘Come in Alpha... Come in Moon Base Alpha.’ 

There was no reply. 

‘Eagle Ships, return to base,’ he called to the fleet. 

He snapped off the communicator and began taking his ship in. 

On the section screen he saw the jagged curvature of the Moon, made 
when it had been torn in two halves by the atomic blast which had first sent 
them on their runaway course. 


It made the Moon look like a dead world, a lump of asteroid aimlessly 
hurtling through space. 

He watched the horizon gradually become rounded and cratered, as his 
ship nosed around to the side occupied by Moon Base. 

On either side he was flanked by the other Eagle Ships, rockets burning 
at low power. 

Soon, the clinical, futuristic shapes of the outbuildings came into view 
and he watched them tensely for signs of life. 

The base lights were still on, floodlighting the landing ramps with a 
strange, unearthly clarity against the darkness of the lunar mountains. 

Many of the outbuildings were still damaged from the Psychon attack. 
They stood unused, their metal skins crumpled and tom open, vacantly 
exposing their insides to the vacuum of space. 

‘Come in Alpha... Come in Alpha...’ 

Still there was no response. 

He brought the Eagle ship down and unharnessed himself from his seat. 

He waved his commlock at the safety door leading through into the 
Passenger Section, and ran through. 

Nurses, doctors and rescue personnel who had been evacuated from the 
Moon Base were gathered by the hatchways. They still wore their bright 
orange space suits, and they waited impatiently for Carter to arrive. 

The pilot fitted on his space helmet and activated the hatch mechanisms. 

‘Let’s go,’ he said over his helmet radio. 

They passed through the air lock and into the Travel Tube capsule. 

Carter closed the doors behind them and the capsule began to move 
rapidly and smoothly along its bore. 

It curved round the banked track, and then fell steeply below the Moon’s 
surface to where the large part of the Moon Base lay. The false floor of the 
capsule tilted on its axis, keeping them upright. It might be bad luck for the 
Alphans that their base now lay underground, Carter thought ironically. 
Until recently, the whole of Moon Base Alpha had been built on the surface, 
but for safety reasons it had been decided to rebuild it below ground... 
where inadvertently it had been rendered more vulnerable to the vibrations 
set up by the sonic wave. 

The travel tube doors slid open and they raced out into the corridor. 


The base lights were all on, but an ominous layer of dust had settled over 
the floors, lockers and hydrants. 

‘Check the air,’ Carter said over his radio as they moved as fast as they 
could in their bulky suits. 

An operative took an instrument from one of his pockets and read it off. 

‘Pressure down a little... it’s safe.’ 

They pulled off their helmets. 

Carter fired his commlock at the Command Centre doors and they slid 
apart. Inside, the figures moved about and Carter breathed a sigh of relief. 

He ran inside. 

“We lost radio contact,’ Carter said, laughing. 

‘We’re all right, Alan,’ Sandra said. She looked shaken and pale, covered 
in dust. 

‘This time... yes,’ Koenig said gravely. He was brushing himself down. 
‘But you better check the rest of Moon Base,’ he told the rescue team. ‘I 
gather some places had a rough time.’ 

The team left them and he and Carter joined Verdeschi who was standing 
at his console staring at the Big Screen. 

The blaze of white light emanating from the distant explosion filled half 
the screen. But now it was gradually subsiding. 

“We must stop it, John,’ Verdeschi said. “The Moon’s an old girl. She 
won’t take much more...’ 

‘I can’t risk men and machines until I know what we’re up against, 
Tony,’ Koenig replied. He was about to tum away from the screen when 
something on it caught his attention. 

“Tony... Alan, look.’ 

The two men leant forward and peered intently at the heart of the 
explosion traces. 

A darker spherical object was now visible. It looked like a shadow, an 
imperfectly processed film. 

‘A planet...!’ Koenig exclaimed. 

‘At least it’s not a black hole,’ Carter pointed out with some relief. 

Helena came into the room and Koenig motioned her over. She wore a 
white doctor’s coat. She looked overworked and grimy from the dust. 

‘Helena... there it is. The eye of the explosions.’ 

‘A planet...’ she said, half surprised. 


‘It’s too distant for our sensors to give much information,’ Sandra called 
out. 

‘Except for one obvious conclusion. It’s still there. It hasn’t been 
destroyed by the waves.’ 

Helena brought her mind to focus on to the problem. 

“The explosions travel one way... outwards but not inwards,’ she 
observed. 

‘Right,’ Koenig agreed. ‘And with the exact twelve hour interval 
between detonations we can assume it isn’t a natural phenomenon. Some 
form of intelligence is responsible...’ 

‘But why?’ Helena cried, suddenly angry. ‘John, we’ve got more 
casualties than we thought. Some people have been very badly hurt...’ 

Koenig looked at her sympathetically. 

“We don’t know why... but we’ll soon find out now,’ he said. He looked 
at Verdeschi. ‘Order Eagle Two to Launching Pad.’ 

He started to walk away but Helena pulled him back. 

‘John... Maya, she wants something to do.’ 

Koenig looked irritated. 

“There’s plenty of work...’ 

‘She wants to do something more involved.’ Helena spoke hastily. “This 
attack seems to have brought her round. She wants to help, to forget. I 
promised her...’ 

‘No,’ Koenig said emphatically. ‘She can’t come with us.’ 

‘John, she needs the chance. Don’t make it more difficult for her... She’s 
very able, and she seems so sure she can help us to stop the attacks.’ 

Koenig looked at her sceptically. He wondered how the Psychon woman 
could help. But Helena had switched on her persuasive tactics. She was the 
only person on Moon Base Alpha who had any sway over him, and he knew 
he would waste valuable moments if he attempted to argue with her. 

He sighed heavily. 

‘Right. On one condition... she stays in the Passenger Section.’ 

Helena smiled through her weariness. 

‘Pll go and get her ready,’ she said. She looked concerned again. This 
time it was for him. 

‘John, be careful.’ 

They held each other’s gaze. Then Koenig tore himself away. 


‘And you,” he said. 
He turned and walked swiftly from the Command Centre, closely 
followed by Carter. 


The Pilot section in Eagle Two was beginning to look ominously familiar to 
Koenig as he sat once more behind the controls. 

Macinlock had taken a well deserved rest, but there was no rest for the 
man in charge. 

He and Carter sat side by side, taking the ship off its ramp and away on 
its course. There was little impeding gravity from the Moon. 

‘ETA at planet?’ Koenig asked Carter routinely. 

Before Carter could reply, a soft, feminine voice came from behind them. 

‘Forty-two minutes, 8.47 seconds, Commander.’ 

Koenig and Carter turned round, startled. 

‘Maya! I told you to stay in the Passenger Section.’ 

‘Hold it, John,’ Carter told him. He was staring at his computer read out 
with an incredulous expression on his face. “That answer she gave. It’s right 
to two decimal places... she computed it faster than the computer!’ 

Koenig looked dumbfounded. Then he looked at Maya. 

The Psychon looked distraught and nervous, but she put on a brave face. 
She looked at them expectantly, an anxious smile on her attractive face. 

‘How did you do that?’ Koenig demanded. 

She shrugged. 

‘I don’t know... it’s nothing special for Psychons. I’ve always thought 
like that...’ 

Carter looked at her, and then at Koenig. 

He smiled at her. 

“Welcome to the Pilot Section then,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t look like you need 
me, John.’ 

He got up from his seat and offered it to Maya. 

She shook her head. 

‘T’ll stand behind you,’ she said. She looked at Koenig. ‘That’s if it’s all 
right...?’ 

Koenig raised his eyebrows. Unexpectedly, he grinned. 


‘Anyone who can add like that can stand behind Alan all day if they want 
to,’ he said. ‘Helena told me you had abilities, but I didn’t know what she 
meant. I’m sorry...’ 

‘I’m glad you let me come,’ she said warmly. ‘I couldn’t bear thinking... I 
had to get away.’ 

Koenig pursed his lips. 

‘OK, I understand... scan, Alan.’ 

Carter activated the screen, minutely watched by Maya who took in 
everything that was going on, avidly learning her new role. 

The TV monitor showed a dark, starry sky. A yellowish-green planet 
hung against it, still some distance away. 

Koenig leant forward intently. 

‘Magnify.’ 

The planet seemed to jump forward abruptly. Its coloration was now 
more clearly visible. A number of regularly-spaced, smaller moons formed 
a belt around it. 

‘It’s ringed by moons,’ Carter commented. 

‘I want a sensor reading, Maya,’ Koenig ordered, deeply engrossed with 
his controls. ‘You better show her, Alan.’ 

Carter looked at Maya. They smiled. 

Carter stood up and led her into the Passenger Section. 

‘Looks like you’re in,’ he said to her as they arrived at the large, on- 
board computer banks. He scratched his head and gazed at her. ‘You sure 
know how to compute.’ 

‘I think I can operate this, too,’ she said, touching the sensor console. 
“Whilst you and the Commander were taking the Eagle up, I studied how it 
worked...’ She sounded a bit condescending. 

‘I suppose you find our equipment primitive,’ he joked. He knew that it 
was. 

She smiled almost coyly. Her beautiful, hypnotic eyes looked amusedly 
at him. She seemed more sure of herself now. 

“That’s not important,’ she said. But her eyes remembered, and clouded 
again. ‘Psychon was advanced. We knew everything there was to know 
about machines... but we knew so little about each other. You, on the other 
hand...’ 

She held out her hands. He took them in his and she squeezed them. 


‘I didn’t see that quality in you before, but I do now,’ she said. She broke 
away and looked at the console. ‘You’! have to show me which buttons to 
press.’ 

He showed her and she pressed them. 

The graph mechanism whirred, and a read-out appeared. She tore it off 
and studied it. 

‘The planet’s atmosphere is chlorine. It’s specific gravity is 7.493. Its 
magnetic co-efficient is 047... we better tell the Commander.’ 

‘I heard,’ Koenig’s voice came over the communications’ system. He 
sounded impressed. ‘Try the moons.’ 

Maya went back to the console, confused. ‘I’m not used to having 
buttons,’ she said to Carter. ‘Our instruments had no moving parts.’ 

Carter punched co-ordinates for her and another read-out appeared. 

‘Atmosphere negative,’ Maya peered closely at the graph, translating the 
squiggles into English. ‘But they’re emitting a high-energy potential.’ 

There was a moment’s pause from Koenig. 

‘Set a course for the nearest moon,’ his voice directed. ‘Maya, you stay 
by the sensors for the moment.’ 

“You’re on your own,’ Carter told her as he turned to leave. ‘Play around 
with it for a while. Get as much information as you can for us. We’ll need 
it.’ 

He ran with Koenig back to the Pilot Section. 

‘She’s doing OK, John, but don’t put too much on her,’ he said as he sat 
down, and began to set a new course. 

‘It’s her own fault for being so good,’ Koenig grunted as he studied the 
section screen. 

One of the alien moons now took centre position on it. 

The Eagle ship began to swing in a wide orbit around it, and its surface 
came closer to them. 

‘Energy level high for your people, Commander. Heavy metallic 
concentrations. No evidence of life,” Maya’s faltering voice came over the 
speakers. 

Koenig’s jaw muscles grew tight. 

The surface scan had become more detailed. 

Smooth, strangely rounded boulders of all shapes and sizes littered the 
planet floor. Because of the airless and waterless conditions and therefore a 


lack of natural erosive agents, it was difficult to resist the assumption that 
their rounded features had been produced artificially. 

The camera panned over them abruptly. A series of massive, tower- 
shaped structures came into sight. 

‘Hold scan,’ Koenig called out urgently. 

‘It’s some sort of a station,’ Carter said with awe. 

The picture was now held steady. 

The towers were columns of some kind. They were broad and round at 
their base, with thinner central stems that broadened out into ovary-like 
platforms at the top. On each platform rested a huge silver sphere. 

There were five towers in all, arranged in a perfect circle. 

‘Maya?’ Koenig asked. 

‘That’s it. The source of the high energy levels I’ve been getting.’ 

“Take her down, Alan.’ 

The Eagle began to shake as the powerful landing rockets were fired. 

They felt their bodies growing heavier as they began descending. Soon, 
there came a gentle jolt and then silence, as the ship’s four suspension legs 
met the alien surface and its atomic engines cut out. 

There was no time to waste. 

Koenig unstrapped himself and ran through into the Passenger Section. 

Maya met him and helped him climb into a space suit. 

‘Give me a camera helmet,’ Koenig said. 

She handed him a helmet with a built-in lens above the visor. When he 
was ready, he motioned her to return to the Pilot Section. 

She ran through the doors, just as Carter sealed them off, and joined the 
pilot. 

A hiss of depressurization came from inside the section she had just left. 

Koenig’s helmeted figure appeared on the TV monitor. He was standing 
in the Passenger Section in front of the hatch, way, waiting for the door to 
open. 

‘OK?’ his voice asked Carter. 

‘OK,’ the pilot replied. He stabbed at a button, and they watched the 
heavy panelling swing open. Outside, they caught a glimpse of the bright 
Moon’s surface. 

The picture changed, and it was replaced with a full, exterior shot as 
Koenig activated his camera. 


They had landed at the feet on one of the gargantuan towers. 

Its smooth, wide surface stretched upward like a giant metallic roadway 
occupying three-quarters of the screen, without openings of any kind. 

The picture blurred as Koenig moved around, looking at the rest of the 
scenery. By the time it had settled again they could see that he had walked 
right up to the tower’s surface. It’s expanse completely filled the screen. 

‘I’m at the nearest installation,’ Koenig’s voice came over. 

‘It appears to be a platinum tungsten alloy. No reading from interior,’ 
Maya told him, reading her instruments. 

The picture began jerking about again as Koenig walked slowly round 
the base of the column. 

Abruptly, an opening appeared in the strange surface, revealing a black 
interior. 

Koenig stopped to examine it. 

‘l’ve found an entrance,’ he told them. 

The camera on his head panned down to show them a small, metal mat 
built into the floor. 

‘Operated by weight sensitive pads,’ he added. ‘Radiation negative. Life 
form negative. I’m going in, cover me.’ 

‘T’ll get a suit on,’ Carter said. 

The pilot left his seat, and re-opened the doors leading to the Passenger 
Section. He disappeared. 

Maya was left alone in the Pilot Section, and gazed with sudden alarm at 
the screen as the camera in the Commander’s head-piece lurched towards 
the gaping vent in the column wall. 

The screen dimmed, and showed a small, cell-like room. The 
Commander turned and the camera panned round the room. She saw the 
door he had entered sliding shut, sealing him off. 

Lights came on from behind the walls of the cell, and the walls glowed 
with a dull green colour. The lights began flashing past the walls, 
disappearing at the top of the screen, and she realized that the cell was in 
fact a lift of some kind. 

It was taking the Commander down. 

After a while, the lights stopped flashing upward, and the wall facing the 
camera split open. 

It revealed a breathtaking underground scene. 


A huge cavern had been hewn out of the rock. It looked like a vast, 
underground car park. 

The cavern walls were too far away to be seen clearly; the rocky ceiling 
was just discernible amidst a pall of gloom. 

The floor of the cavern was artificial, and well lit. 

Six tall metal posts stood on it, and on the top of each rested six more of 
the spheres. 

The camera moved cautiously forward, and peered round the doors. 

Its automatic eye revealed a control, or laboratory area of some kind, 
immaculate consoles looking strangely exposed and dwarfed by the scale of 
the surroundings. 

The Commander stepped outside the doors. At the same time his voice 
burst over the speakers. 

‘Atmosphere negative.’ 

He moved on towards one of the spheres. 

The Commander’s hand appeared in front of the camera, pointing a 
sensor at the sphere. 

“There’s some kind of a...’ he began. 

But his sentence was never finished. 

Maya watched helplessly as a sudden, blinding flash of electrical energy 
leapt from the sphere and knocked the sensor out of his hand. The picture 
on the screen went haywire. Then it went dead. 

Maya leaned forward, horrified. 

‘Commander. Come in, Commander.’ 

She pressed another button. 

‘Alan, we’ve lost contact.’ 

There was a moment’s pause. Then Carter’s perturbed voice came. 

‘Mind the store. Decompress, will you?’ 

She looked frantically around the section, trying to remember where she 
had seen the decompression button. Eventually she found it. She sealed the 
doors leading to the Passenger Section and pressed for decompression. 

There was a sudden hiss of air and she realized that she was completely 
alone. 


Swirling patterns played in front of Koenig’s eyes. 


A monstrous face was bobbing up and down somewhere. ‘John... can you 
hear me?’ 

His vision cleared and he felt the pain in his stiff body. Eventually, he 
saw Carter’s helmeted face on the other side of his visor. 

‘Alan...’ Koenig lifted his shoulders off the ground and shook his head. 

He had fallen flat on his back. 

‘Are you all right?’ Carter called over the radio. He helped him climb to 
his feet. 

‘Isn’t everyone after being hit with several hundred volts,’ Koenig 
replied dryly. 

His head banged and he could hardly walk. 

Gradually he loosened up. 

Carter looked at the floor and noticed a charred, molten mass. 

He picked it up. 

‘My sensor...” Koenig muttered in dismay. 

‘Must have thought it was a gun,’ Koenig gazed around him at the 
spheres. 

“That was the one that did it,’ he pointed at the nearest globe-shaped 
being. 

Carter looked at it uncomprehendingly. 

As they watched, it moved. 

It trembled in its cup-like holder. 

To their amazement, it jumped gracefully off its post and fell slowly to 
the ground. With ballet-like movement, it began bouncing in slow-motion 
towards the two men. 

It jumped on to another post nearby, landing accurately on its perch. 

Carter’s first reaction was to go for his laser, but Koenig’s raised hand 
stopped him. 

“What is it?’ Carter frowned. 

The sphere jumped from its perch and bounced gracefully towards 
another post behind them. 

They spun round. 

The sphere seemed to be regarding them. 

‘Some kind of probe... I think we’re being checked out.’ 

As though satisfied with its investigation, the sphere jumped down and 
began bouncing towards the control area where the consoles were 


positioned. 

It jumped up on to a console specially fitted with a cup-like receiver, and 
rested there. 

A large screen attached to the console lit up. 

An illuminated circle appeared on it. Then a square. 

‘Basic geometric figures,’ Koenig commented. ‘It’s an attempt to 
communicate.’ 

Another screen lit up by its side. 

Koenig and Carter walked back the way they had come, towards the 
consoles. They soon reached the screens. 

Koenig hesitated. Then he picked up an instrument shaped like a 
soldering iron, and proceded to draw with it directly on to the second 
screen. The marker left bright electrical traces. Carefully, he drew a 
triangle. 

The triangle disappeared, and abruptly an illuminated triangle appeared 
again on the first screen. 

“We’ve made contact,’ Koenig said. 

An unfamiliar pattern of stars appeared on the first screen. 

‘A star chart,’ Carter said. He looked thoughtful. ‘It’s trying to find out 
where we come from.’ 

The first screen went blank. Koenig picked up the marker and drew a 
rough sketch of the Earth’s solar system, with the sun at the centre. 

But before he could finish drawing it, the sphere had recognized the area 
of space. 

A new chart, showing the Sun, flashed on to the first screen. 

Koenig ringed the planet Earth he had drawn. 

Then both screens cleared. 

There was a short pause. A series of words appeared on the screen. 

They were in English. 

‘AS YOU ARE FROM EARTH. I WILL ARRANGE FOR SUITABLE 
ATMOSPHERE.’ 

Koenig turned to Carter incredulously. He was about to say something 
when a sudden inrush of air hissed into the cavern. 

When the flow of air had stopped, Carter pulled out his sensor. He kept it 
away from the sphere, to avoid any further misunderstandings. 

‘Good clean air,’ he said, after he had examined it. 


They took off their helmets. 

‘Feels better,’ Koenig remarked. 

A low humming sound attracted their attention. 

They turned to see another sphere in the process of jumping down from 
its post. 

It bounced towards them and leapt adeptly on to a high post close by, 
adopting a commanding position. 

‘I am sorry for the delay. It took some time to align to English.’ A deep, 
rich voice issued into the new atmosphere. 

As it spoke, the sphere pulsed orange. 

Koenig and Carter glanced at one another. ‘Some time’ took precisely 
five seconds. 

Koenig turned to the sphere. 

‘I’m Commander Koenig. This is Alan Carter.’ 

“Welcome. I am Voice Probe 248,’ the sphere replied. 

“We'd like to talk to someone in authority,’ Koenig continued. 

‘For what purpose?’ asked the sphere. There was no way of telling what 
the sphere’s feelings were, as it used the same rich tone of voice throughout 
their conversation. They could not tell whether their questions caused it 
concern or not. 

“We have a vital matter to discuss,’ Koenig replied. 

The sphere pulsed brightly. 

“You must be more specific.’ 

Koenig took a deep breath. 

‘My base and everyone aboard are heading directly for your planet. We 
will...’ 

But the sphere cut him off. 

‘I am sorry. There is nothing I can do.’ 

Koenig frowned. 

“Then let me talk to someone who can.’ 

There was a long pause. 

‘Iam a machine,’ the voice said eventually. 

‘A computer?’ Koenig asked. 

“Yes. I can perform no independent action without authority.’ 

“Then I must contact your Masters.’ 

“That is not possible.’ 


‘Why?’ 

‘The intelligent life form of the planet... my Masters... are not yet in 
existence.’ 

Koenig looked confused. He felt a sudden grim feeling descend on him 
as he realized that there was not going to be an easy solution to their quest. 

‘I am waiting for the first of them to be born,’ the sphere said. 

Leaving a stunned silence behind it, the talking sphere jumped down off 
its post. It began bouncing away. 

Koenig looked up, gravely worried. 

“Wait... please...’ he said. 

But the sphere had leapt back to its original position. It glowed fiercely. 

“You must leave,’ it said. 

The humming sound they had heard earlier returned. ‘You are in great 
danger,’ the rich, deep voice said. “You must go immediately.’ 

‘Commander...’ Maya’s shrill voice burst in their ears. 

“Yes, Maya?’ 

“The energy level is rising to a critical point.’ 

The throbbing hum from the spheres began to reach a crescendo. 

With sharp, explosive cracks the electrical potential in the spheres set off 
a chain reaction. 

Violent sparks started to arc from sphere to sphere. 

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Koenig yelled to Carter above the noise. 

Hurriedly they began to clamp their helmets back on, and run towards the 
lift doors. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


As the Eagle ship rose from the automaton moon, the five large spheres on 
the surface began discharging current. The sparks leapt in great jagged leaps 
from globe to globe. 

‘A ring of moons, each one with a space station,’ Koenig conjectured 
grimly after they had got the ship well clear. ‘Let’s assume they’re all 
building a similar energy...’ 

‘Storing up enormous power in the spheres,’ Carter continued. 

‘Right. Conclusions?’ 

Maya thought. 

“The system could behave like a ring of thunder clouds,’ she said. 

“When the potential has reached a high enough level, it discharges,’ 
Carter went on. 

‘The equivalent of a gigantic electrical storm,’ Maya put in again. 
‘Lightning arcing across thousand of miles between each moon in the 
ring...’ 

‘Producing an energy wave like a thousand H-bombs radiating out a 
million miles in every direction,’ Koenig added tonelessly. 

‘And Alpha’s moving closer every second,’ Carter warned. ‘It'll be 
totally destroyed.’ 

‘How long have we got?’ Koenig asked Maya urgently. 

‘Assuming the same twelve-hour interval between explosions. just under 
six hours.’ 

Koenig thought quickly. 

“Take her down, Alan,’ he decided. ‘We’|l land on the planet itself.’ 


A world of rocks and mountains, submerged in a sickly greenish-yellow 
atmosphere of chlorine, flashed on to the section screen. 

The choking, deadly gas swelled and heaved against the mountain peaks. 
Its upper layers were thinner and more translucent. 

The ship shuddered and plunged into the dark sea of vapours. It settled 
on a barren outcrop of rock, scarcely visible in the dark green gloom. 


They were about to leave their seats when a series of tremors ran through 
the ship. They grew in intensity. 

Then, imperceptibly at first, the landscape round about them started to 
rise into the sky. It rose faster as they watched the screen. 

“We’re sinking...!’ Carter cried, aghast. 

He grabbed the controls and began to operate them. 

Koenig and Maya started to rush into the Passenger Section to get their 
suits on. 

‘Do not be concerned,’ a voice came over the screen suddenly. It was the 
same rich, deep voice they had heard earlier. “You are being taken to a place 
of safety.’ 

The dreary skyline of gloom had vanished, replaced by the surface of a 
smooth wall that seemed to be rushing upward. They realized that they had 
landed on a colossal ramp of some kind. They were being taken down a 
giant elevator shaft. 

Eventually, the downward motion stopped. 

On the screen was a shot of another large, underground space station 
similar to the first. 

There was dead silence. 

The Alphans looked questioningly at one another. 

They had moved into the Passenger Section and were about to don their 
space suits. 

‘Suitable atmosphere has been arranged. You may leave your ship,’ the 
voice came again. 

Koenig hesitated. He didn’t like the idea of trusting the alien. But the 
programming that had been given to the spheres at least made them fair- 
minded, if ruthless. 

He activated the hatch mechanism. 

They walked out into pure, breathable air, with only a trace of chlorine. 

‘Proceed,’ said the voice. It vibrated through the air, seeming to emanate 
from the closest of the five spheres resting on their perches. 

The sphere glowed a deep crimson, and jumped down acrobatically. 

It settled on a post near to them. 

‘Iam Voice Probe 748,’ it announced. 

“We’ve met 248,’ Carter explained. 


‘The things it told us need explanation,’ Koenig said firmly. ‘Your 
Masters. Do they have physical form?’ 

‘Of course, but the atmosphere they breathe is chlorine. Your air is as 
poisonous to them as theirs is to you.’ 

Its voice echoed in the vault-like building. 

Maya looked up at it worriedly. 

“We understand,’ she said, ‘but we must talk to them. We are in danger...’ 

‘As you were told, the first is not yet reborn,’ the Voice Probe told her 
emotionlessly. 

“You said “reborn” !’ Koenig queried the word. 

He listened intently to the sphere’s reply. 

‘My Masters enjoy a unique life-cycle,’ it said. “They exist for an alloted 
span and then grow old as you humans do.’ 

It began to glow brightly, until it had become the colour of fresh blood. 

‘But instead of dying they enter a... chrysalis stage to emerge 
rejuvenated, physically perfect, mentally clean. While they are asleep they 
are defenceless.’ 

Koenig nodded, understanding at last. 

“The reason for the explosive forcefield,’ he said. 

“Yes. The Computer’s overriding program order is to protect the 
Masters.’ 

‘And are they all in the chrysalis stage of existence?’ Koenig asked, 
hopefully. 

“There is one. The Guardian keeps watch while the others sleep.’ 

The Alphans brightened. 

“Take us to him,’ Koenig said. 

Without warning, two jagged bolts of light zig-zagged out at them, 
knocking the two laser guns from their holsters. 

The guns fell to the floor, blackened and twisted. 

‘Hey..!’ Carter began. 

But it was no use complaining. The sphere had already left its perch, and 
was bouncing ahead of them towards a corridor in one of the walls. 

They followed angrily. 

As the sphere reached the tunnel, it stopped bouncing and rolled instead. 

It led the Alphans into a domed cavern, hewn out of the rock. There were 
more posts here, and the sphere jumped up on to one of them. 


bb) 1? 


Around the walls of the chamber there were a series of vertical, grotto- 
like cavities covered with transparent sheets of some kind. 

The pungent odour of chlorine was more prevalent. 

‘Is the Guardian here?’ Koenig asked, swallowing to get rid of the acrid 
taste. 

“Yes, this is one of the centres of rejuvenation,’ the sphere replied. 

They noticed a translucent, coffin-shaped container about seven feet 
long. 

It lay in the centre of the chamber, and they moved warily towards it. 

They stared uneasily inside. 

Below the cover was more of the greenish-yellow gas. It surrounded a 
vaguely human shaped creature that they were only dimly able to see. 

‘Is this the Guardian?’ Koenig asked. 

“Yes. But we are too late. He has entered the chrysalis stage,’ the sphere 
replied matter of factly. 

Koenig started. 

‘Can he still hear me?’ 

‘I will translate,’ the Voice Probe replied, almost pompously. 

Koenig did not hesitate. He began to dictate to the sphere in a desperate 
bid to save Moon Base Alpha. 

‘I am John Koenig, Commander of Moon Base Alpha... we’re travelling 
directly towards your planet. Unless you stop the next explosion, our base 
and everyone in it will be destroyed.’ 

The sphere glowed enigmatically. 

Koenig looked at it with an alarmed expression. 

‘Are you translating?’ he asked it. 

“Yes, but the answer is... meaningless...’ 

The sphere seemed as though it could have been confused. 

Carter looked at it angrily. He had moved close to the coffin-shaped life- 
support system, and he banged his hands on its surface. 

“Well you tell whoever is in this thing...’ 

But he was cut short by a sudden movement in the coffin, and its plinth. 

It began sliding towards one of the rejuvenation grottos in the chamber 
walls. 

“The Guardian must enter the rejuvenation ports. He has become senile,’ 
the Voice Probe explained. 


But Carter jumped in its path and barred its way. 

‘No!’ he said firmly. 

The coffin continued sliding towards him. 

‘Alan...’ Koenig said, doubting the other’s wisdom. 

‘Tt’s our last chance to save Alpha!’ Carter cried. 

“YOU MUST LEAVE,’ the voice sphere demanded. 

Carter grabbed hold of the front of the container. As he did so a vent 
opened in the wall, and choking chlorine gas began to pour into the room. 

He began coughing and spluttering, and swung the plinth and coffin 
round violently so that it struck the wall. 

The casement fractured. 

“You have broken the atmosphere in the chrysalis. I must compensate,’ 
the sphere said impassively. 

More tendrils of the green gas began to spurt into the room. 

Koenig and Maya reeled into the tunnel. 

They looked back and saw Carter still staggering around inside. 

‘Alan!’ Koenig called out in alarm. 

‘I must stabilize the atmosphere,’ the sphere voice issued through the 
vapours. 

Doors began to slide across the tunnel, sealing the chamber off. 

They watched the desperate shape of the pilot lunging forward towards 
them. 

Koenig thrust his hands between the doors and tried to force them apart. 

But he could not. They came heavily together. 

‘ALAN!’ Koenig yelled frantically. 

Carter’s dim shape stumbled around for a few seconds, then it collapsed. 

Maya turned towards Koenig with sudden anguish in her eyes. 

‘Commander, how long can he last in there?’ 

But Koenig couldn’t speak. 

He stared, shocked and horrified into the writhing, swirling mass heaving 
behind the glass. 

A distant memory stirred in Maya’s mind. 

On some star, on some planet.. 

When her father Mentor had trained her... 

His power had transported her effortlessly through space, on a difficult 
test he had devised for her... 


‘Commander,’ she spoke hastily. ‘There’s an animal on the planet 
Kreno... It lives in high volcanic areas... in heavy concentrations of sulphur 
dioxide and chlorine...’ 

Koenig turned to her fervently. 

“Maya, if you can do that... Hurry, he has less than a minute.’ 

Maya closed her eyes, trying to calm her panicking mind and remember 
the biology of the animal. 

Fat, frog-skinned, quadruped... bull-dog jaws and sharp claws... 
gleaming, panting belly... 

She concentrated hard. Abruptly the weird creature’s picture flashed into 
her mind, perfect in every detail. 

She felt her cells dissolving. 

She became a thin, vaporous, transitional non-being... a limbo of 
nothingness in which she was no-one. 

The free energy flashed and crackled and then new molecules began to be 
born from it... the molecules of a creature that had already lived and died 
somewhere on a remote star system many millions of light years distant. 

Its specialist organs existed briefly in the oxygen content of the air, and 
then began to wretch and palpitate. 

It sagged to the floor, fighting for the life-giving chlorine it so 
desperately craved to sustain itself. 

Koenig looked down at its dying shape in horror. 

He yelled through the doors at the sphere. 

‘It needs chlorine. Open the doors. Please... unless you want to kill.’ 

There was a pause. 

Then the doors slid open, momentarily. Helped by Koenig, the alien 
creature lumbered dazedly through. 

The doors shut with a bang. 

The chlorine-breathing creature sucked in lungfuls of the green gas. 

Then it noticed the still shape of Carter on the floor, and Maya’s 
controlling thoughts drove the animal towards it. 

It pulled at the limp body with its two powerful front paws, and gradually 
dragged it across the floor. 

When it came to the doors, they opened long enough for Koenig to reach 
in and lend a helping hand and pull them both clear. 


Then they slammed shut again, leaving a tendril of the insidious vapour 
in the air. 

The chlorine-breathing creature began to choke again. 

But it glowed brightly, and converted into a column of light instead. 

The light dimmed and Maya stood in its place, unharmed. 

They both bent down over the unconscious Carter. His features looked as 
drawn and white as death. 

Laboriously they lifted him to his feet. They each grabbed an arm, and 
began to stagger back with him towards the Eagle ship. 


Carter’s semi-alive body lay prone in a hospital cot inside the Passenger 
Section. 

His body was blotched with red and purple suffusions where the chlorine 
had attacked the skin. 

“The burns don’t seem too serious,’ Koenig said gravely, examining him. 
‘I’m more concerned about the internal damage.’ 

‘He should be taken back to Alpha immediately,’ Maya said worriedly. 

‘In less than three hours there’ll be no Alpha to go back to,’ Koenig 
commented bitterly. 

He thought deeply. His features went dead-pan, and he looked at her with 
a new, desperate resolve. 

‘Can you operate the Eagle’s lasers?’ 

‘Alan showed me... yes.’ 

‘I’m going outside. When you see me raise my hand, start blasting.’ 

He began climbing into his space suit. Soon he had finished, and he 
reached for his helmet and clamped it on. He opened the hatches and 
climbed as hurriedly as he could down the steps. 

The atmosphere was still breathable, but with the plan he had in mind, he 
didn’t want to leave anything to chance. 

He walked bulkily up to the giant tower that supported the airy, spheroid 
shape of Voice Probe 748. 

The globe pulsated agitatedly as he advanced. 

‘I want the next explosion stopped or we start shooting at the 
rejuvenation chamber,’ Koenig called up to it. ‘When I raise my arm, my 
colleague has instructions to fire.’ 


He held his arm ready, and glanced back to the Eagle ship. The ship’s 
reptilian, armoured exterior made it look like an ominous, metal lizard of 
huge proportions, crouched on the ground. 

A metal lizard endowed with weapons of stupendous power — banks of 
carbon-dioxide laser guns that could eat chunks out of a mountain. 

The sphere seemed to take a long time answering Koenig’s challenge. 
Koenig felt a thin trickle of sweat run down his face inside his helmet as he 
waited. 

‘My logical duty is to stop you,’ the Voice Probe told him finally. 

‘Forget logic!’ Koenig shouted. ‘Recognize desperation. I’ II do it.’ 

Koenig looked back to the Eagle ship again, and slowly began to bring 
his arm upwards. 

‘I’m waiting for your answer,’ he said. 

The sphere pulsated furiously. It was confounded. ‘Please be patient,’ it 
said. 

He brought his arm up further. 

A blinding flash of electricity came from the sphere, and hurled him 
backwards. 

A million eternities seemed to pass inside Koenig’s head as he struggled 
to recover from the massive charge. His head swam with pain and 
confusion. 

Resolutely, he climbed back to his feet and tottered about in front of the 
sphere. 

He began bringing his arm up again. 

‘Decide,’ he called weakly to it. 

The sphere did not answer, and he brought his arm up further. 

There was another blinding flash, and he fell to the ground again. This 
time he did not get up so quickly. 

He managed to raise himself up on his haunches. 

As though in a buming fever, he began raising his arm yet again. He 
knew though, that he could not take much more punishment. 

‘Wait!’ a soft, sensuous voice drifted across the air towards him. 

He let his arm drop. Puzzled, he looked around him, but there was no 
sign of anyone. 

“Two of us have been reborn,’ another similar voice came. They sounded 
like females. 


Koenig rose clumsily to his feet. He turned to the Eagle ship, and brought 
his arm across his chest in a signal of cancellation. He turned round to face 
the voice sphere. 

‘I am sorry it was necessary to do that to you,’ the sphere spoke deeply. 

“Where are they?’ was all that Koenig’s numbed mind could think of 
asking. 

‘I will lead you,’ the sphere said. 

Koenig whipped out his commlock. 

‘Hold on, Maya. I’m getting to speak to the Master.’ 

‘Be careful,’ Carter’s voice replied inside his helmet. He listened 
gratefully to the pilot, realizing with relief that he must have revived 
himself. Then he began to follow the bouncing sphere. 

The sphere led him to another door — the entrance to another chamber. 
The door slid open. 

‘Special atmospheric arrangements have been made. You may take off 
your helmet,’ the sphere said. 

Koenig did so, thankful to be free of the hot, sweaty air inside. 

He walked into a chamber smaller than any he had seen so far. It 
contained two of the grotto-like alcoves in the rock face, each covered with 
the thick, see-through material. One was empty. The other was heavy with 
chlorine gas. 

He peered through the glass but could see nothing. 

“You look well-featured, Commander Koenig,’ the voice he had heard 
first sounded again. 

‘The word is handsome,’ corrected the second voice. ‘Ah, yes. 
Handsome.’ 

“You know my name?’ Koenig asked in some surprise. 

He tried again to see the beings to which the voices belonged, but could 
see nothing but the chlorine. 

‘And the predicament of your base and people,’ the first voice said. 

“Your language is a difficult one. It took us nearly an hour to learn it,’ the 
second said. 

Koenig looked frantically into the green, diffluent soup. “You must stop 
the explosion,’ he said. 

The second voice sounded irritatingly calm. 

“There is plenty of time to decide,’ it said. 


‘First we want to talk,’ the first voice continued. “There are several 
matters of interest to discuss.’ 

Koenig felt the gnawing, formless mess of despair and negativity trying 
to eat its way up inside him, as more precious seconds ticked by and their 
situation looked more hopeless than it had ever been. 

But weak and battered from his ordeals as he was, he fought down the 
destructive feelings. He kept mental control. 

‘There is no equivalent in your language for our names,’ the first voice 
told him casually. ‘You can call me “A”.’ 

‘And you can call me “B”,’ its mate replied as lightly. 

‘And so we seek perfection,’ Voice A said. ‘At the end of each cycle, we 
are reborn.’ 

‘Listen to me,’ Koenig tried to interrupt. 

“We emerge fully grown adults, physically perfect...’ 

‘Stop...’ Koenig said firmly and with as much coolness as he could 
muster. ‘Hundreds of lives are on the line.’ 

‘Ah yes,’ Voice B said. ‘We have a choice to make.’ 

“There’s no choice,’ Koenig told it. “There is only one decision. Make it.’ 

The voices thought for a moment. 

‘On what should we base this choice of ours?’ 

Koenig tried desperately to control himself. 

‘Universal decency,’ he stated, with a certainty that he hoped would 
rouse them from their apparent complacency towards him. 

Again the voice paused, perhaps to think. Finally, Voice A spoke. 

‘If I agree to save your base, there will be conditions,’ it said huskily. 

“What conditions?’ Koenig frowned in annoyance. 

‘Does it matter what they are?’ 

The green sea behind the glass cleared slightly, and Koenig caught his 
first glimpse of one of the creatures. If it had been on any other occasion the 
sight would have taken his breath, away. 

Kneeling on the floor and resting on outstretched arms, was a most 
beautiful, slender, shapely young woman. 

She was not only beautiful, slender and shapely — she was naked. 

The chlorine vapours thickened again, enveloping her lovely form. 

Koenig swallowed hard, wondering how such a divine-looking creature 
could be possessed of such a seemingly undivine mind. 


‘I decide in your favour,’ Voice A suddenly said. ‘At least you have my 
vote.’ 

Koenig looked puzzled. 

‘I don’t understand?’ 

‘A society that seeks perfection must act democratically,’ Voice A told 
him. ‘Each has equal rights. I have voted “yes”... it is up to B.’ 

Another woman, as naked and beautiful as the first appeared at the 
observation window, then was enveloped again. 

“Your decision is clouded by attraction,’ Voice B said to Voice A. It’s 
tone sounded chastising. 

‘Attraction!’ Voice A said in surprise. 

‘For the Commander. It is so obvious and stupid. You want him to stay... 
to be your... lover.’ 

Voice A sounded pleased. 

‘I may learn to adapt my body to suit his atmosphere. Would that please 
you, Commander?’ 

Koenig felt like exploding. 

“Make the decision. The only one you can,’ he ordered them. There was 
silence for a moment. 

‘I’m not swayed by emotion,’ Voice B said casually. To Koenig, the 
content of its voice sounded a death bell somewhere inside him. ‘T vote... 
no.’ 

Horror crept over him but he continued to listen to them, waiting for 
another chance in this macabre game to present itself. He could not decide 
whether they were a cruel and sadistic race of people, or whether they were 
lacking some vital mental function. Perhaps they were simply young, 
playful women unable to see the danger in their game. 

‘A tie, a deadlock,’ Voice A declared. ‘We must await a casting vote.’ 

‘Casting vote?’ Koenig reacted sharply. 

“The next to be reborn will be the Guardian’s brother.’ 

‘Brother to the one your pilot tried to kill,’ Voice B rejoined ominously, 
and now Koenig felt sure that there was an element of cruelty in the sport. 

‘It is very unlikely he will decide in your favour,’ the voice said. 


There were only about twenty minutes left before the detonation. 


Pictures of activity at Command Centre came to his mind. Yasko reading 
off the count-down. Verdeschi going through emergency procedure, sealing 
off main outlets and airlocks between sections of the base. All the sections 
at Moon Base Alpha were designed to be self-sufficient, and to exist 
independently of each other. Thus, if part of the base was damaged, the rest 
of it would still be able to function. 

Helena... 

Helena would be checking over the vital medical facilities again, and 
seeing to it that nurses and rescue staff were at their posts, 

They would be going through all the motions, in the faint hope that the 
Moon would survive a blast five or six times more powerful than the last. 

In their hearts, they must know that it would not. 

The chlorine vapours swirled more thickly behind the glass front of the 
grotto. 

The voices were silent. 

There was nothing to talk about. 

Koenig waited tensely for the Guardian’s brother to awaken. 

‘Commander Koenig...’ an older, wiser voice came without warning. 

He looked up, fresh hope surging through him. He felt now that he would 
be able to make his predicament clear. 

‘I am the brother of the Guardian who you tried to kill. It seems your 
destiny is in my hands.’ 

‘I understand your need to defend yourselves, but we mean you no 
harm,’ Koenig told him. There was a certain shrewdness in his voice. ‘Let 
us pass in safety. In a few hours we will be gone forever from your planet.’ 

The voice considered. 

“You say you are non-aggressive?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘A familiar argument, Commander. And yet you have attempted to use 
violence!’ 

Koenig seethed with latent violence, but he kept it back. ‘A violence born 
from desperation,’ he explained. 

But the voice continued as though it had not heard him. ‘You ask us to 
drop our guard, but offer no valid reason why we should do so.’ 

‘One... you seek perfection,’ Koenig began, a hundred reasons flooding 
suddenly into his head. 


“Yes, we do, through logical progression. And logically my answer must 
be... No.’ 

The lashing fury rose again in Koenig — the fury of a cheated, hounded 
animal. But again he contained it. 

And paradoxically he felt a sudden, bitter calmness of mind. The 
calmness that comes with acceptance of the inevitable. ‘Commander, you 
and your companions are free to remain. You will be safe here,’ the 
Guardian’s brother said to him. But Koenig wasn’t listening now. 

Nothing they could say, it seemed, could disgust or anger him further. 

He stared coldly into the swirling mess behind the glass. 

‘I want to tell you something,’ he said simply. ‘I want to tell you that 
loyalty is better than logic, hope is better than despair, creation is better than 
destruction. I just wanted to tell you seekers of perfection that.’ 

Then he turned and stormed angrily away. 


The ashen figures of Carter and Maya met him in the Eagle Pilot section. 

Carter seemed recovered, but he still looked ghastly pale, and his skin 
was still blotched, as though his system was propped up solely on mental 
energy. 

“We heard your speech,’ Carter said. There was a hint of pride in his 
voice, as in many men who faced death. ‘It sounded good. Maya and I agree 
that we would rather fly back to Alpha and die with honour than stay here 
and die in shame and cowardice. But...” he sounded suddenly mortified, ‘it 
looks like we’ve missed the opportunity even to do that.’ 

‘Alpha’s beyond the Eagle’s range,’ Maya said in response to Koenig’s 
stricken gaze. ‘We don’t have enough fuel to catch it.’ 

‘So we'll... never... make it back to Alpha,’ Koenig spoke falteringly, 
powerful emotions surging up inside him. ‘I...’ he began. But he could not 
finish. 

The voice of ‘A’ crackled from the screen. 

“To leave now, Commander, would be stupid. You can never get back to 
your base, which in any case is facing certain destruction.’ 

Koenig looked hatefully at the screen. 

It showed the silent columns of the spheres standing in the vast 
underground park. 


Like a ghostly shadow, Helena’s hauntingly beautiful face superimposed 
itself over the alien scene, calling telepathically to him across the lonely 
gulfs of space. 

Impulsively, he bent down and picked up a heavy wrench that was lying 
on the floor. 

Blindly, fighting back the tears of anguish and despair and rage, he raised 
it above his head and hurled it with all his might at the image. 

There was a blinding flash of light and the sound of crashing glass. 

The small room was filled with a thousand shards of flying jewels, 
richocheting off the back of the imploded screen. 

For a moment it seemed to Koenig as though time had slowed down, and 
he seemed to stand forever in their magical, outwardly-flowing paths. 

Maya and Carter stepped back, shielding their faces from the blast with 
upraised arms. 

When it was over, Koenig looked at the destruction without feeling. Only 
minutes remained to them, and they wouldn’t have needed the screen 
anyway. 

Besides which, he felt better. 

Wordlessly, he and Carter moved to their seats. 

Maya stood behind Carter. 

The rockets of the Eagle began to pound and the craft trembled. 

They wasted fuel, taking her up slowly, so that Maya did not need to 
leave the section to strap herself in. 

The last hope of Mankind veered away out of the death planet’s 
gravitational pull and headed towards home. 

As it flew, vaporous voices chattered away inside their tanks of chlorine. 

Perfectly formed, naked bodies languished uncomprehendingly and 
unconcerned in the protective life-support systems in their world of plenty. 

But a new, puzzling conception had now entered their scheme of things, 
and momentarily it halted play. 

‘He said... loyalty is better than logic,’ Voice A trilled. 

‘Inexplicable, inexplicable...’ Voice B replied. ‘Inexplicable.’ But it no 
longer sounded sure of itself. 


‘Come in, Alpha,’ Koenig spoke dryly into the console monitor. 


The face of Helena appeared on the tiny screen. It looked pale and 
haggard, weary with worry. 

‘John...’ she called emotively. “We couldn’t contact you...’ 

“We’ve left the planet,’ Koenig said. ‘We’re not half-way even, and we 
don’t have enough fuel to reach you. Prepare for detonation.’ 

‘Understood,’ Helena said, fighting back tears. ‘Go to red.’ 

‘Red Alert,’ Verdeschi’s voice sounded off-screen. 

The whooping Red Alert Klaxon started up. 

‘John...?’ Helena asked again. 

Koenig gazed at her and closed his eyes to show how he felt. Their 
bodies yearned across gulfs of void to reach each other, but they remained 
motionless. 

‘Patch me into the internal system,’ he said. 

“You’re patched,’ she said tenderly, after a moment’s pause. 

Koenig clenched his teeth. 

“This is Commander Koenig,’ he announced. ‘In less than a minute you 
will be hit by another energy wave... At this range Moon Base Alpha will 
be destroyed. If by a remote chance it isn’t, you will receive severe damage, 
large numbers of casualties...’ He paused, struggling for words. ‘Let the 
Log show I commend all personnel for their courage, fortitude and devotion 
to duty since we left Earth orbit. That is all.’ 

Helena’s tiny image gazed at him admiringly. Her voice was cracked with 
emotion. 

“We’re ready, John.’ 

‘Countdown?’ Koenig asked. 

‘Forty seconds...” Yasko’s high, oriental voice sounded. ‘Thirty nine... 
thirty eight...’ 

Koenig and Helena continued to face one another across the millions of 
miles of space. 

Their faces seemed to be bathed in a warm glow. In a moment of pure 
blissful existence, they seemed to have forgotten the catastrophic events 
that were about to take place. It was a question of experiencing life whilst it 
was there. 

They smiled beatifically. 

‘Five seconds...’ Yasko’s voice sounded. 

They scarcely heard it. 


‘Detonation positive,” Maya sobbed, reading the Eagle instruments. Her 
incredible brain performed two lightning calculations. “The shock-wave 
will hit us in ten seconds. Alpha, eighteen seconds later.’ 

A frown crossed Koenig’s face as he remembered his duties. 

‘Blast positions,’ he said. 

‘Five seconds...” Maya’s brave count-down continued. Koenig and 
Helena both laid down their heads in front of their screens, arms folded. 

Four, three, two, one, zero... Koenig counted inside his head. 

He let himself relax. 

The Eagle began to rock, and he heard loose objects clattering and rolling 
about the floors and consoles and corridors of the great ship. 

A scream rent the air. It was Maya. 

But then the rocking stopped. It stopped as suddenly as it had come. 

The ship became still. 

For an eternity Koenig lay with his head down, waiting for the worst, but 
there was no further movement. 

He wondered if their instruments could have been wrong... if the blast 
was yet to occur. 

But there was nothing. 

Puzzled, he raised his head. 

Helena still had her head down. Maya and Carter were looking around 
themselves, awed by the silence. 

He felt a surge of joy rising inside him, but he waited to make certain that 
the news was good, before he let it out. 

“What happened?’ Carter asked, astounded. He looked as though he felt 
he ought to be dead. 

Maya checked the instrumentation. 

‘It was limited...’ she gasped. ‘Controlled... Not enough to destroy us, but 
enough...’ 

‘Check it!’ Koenig told her eagerly. 

The Psychon checked the dials again. 

‘...But enough to increase our speed to 804. It’s enough! We have the 
speed to reach Alpha!’ she cried. 

Helena’s face had raised itself in the screen at the sound of the 
commotion. 

She looked delighted. 


‘John... is it true?’ 

‘It’s true!’ Koenig whooped. 

He got out of his seat and began leaping around the cabin. Maya and 
Carter joined him. 

‘Hope is better than despair...” Carter quoted at Koenig as they hugged 
one another and swung one another round. 

‘Creation is better than destruction...’ Maya sang, laughing. 

From the monitor on the console came the sound of more rejoicing, as 
Moon Base Alpha went berserk. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Ten days of peace came to the Moon Base. 

Ten days in which to repair broken equipment and restore morale. 

Ten days in which to replace the damage done to the vital life support 
systems, many of which had packed up and were supplying some areas with 
bad air and no heating. 

In which the Hydroponics Section where the Alphans grew their own 
food and disposed of their waste in a praiseworthy and ecological manner, 
was restored to its former efficiency, in which they were able to enjoy 
decent meals again and not worry what was happening to it after they had 
eaten it... 

In which Helena was able to help restore the casualties’ health and get 
many of them back on to their feet, strengthening their severely weakened 
manpower... 

In which Helena and Koenig were able to indulge in a little loving... 

In which Maya and Tony Verdeschi made it together. 

In which life went on as normal in Moon Base Alpha, dependent on its 
wits and on its advanced technology, forced merely to exist, unable to live 
as it would really like to do... 


CHAPTER TEN 


‘For the sixth consecutive day, we have travelled through deep space in an 
area where the stars are so close we are constantly bathed in a lovely blue 
light,’ Helena dictated into her tape machine. 

She sat on the edge of her bed in her private quarters, deep in thought. 
She allowed the microphone to drop from her mouth, before continuing. 

“There are no patients in the Medical Section, all life support units are 
functioning smoothly, and the Universe about us is incredibly peaceful... 
which is a welcome change after the horrors I have described. 

‘Our one overriding hope at Alpha has always been that we will one day 
be able to leave our lunar home and settle once more on an Earth-like 
world. Our sensors today have picked up a medium sized planet in the 
North Quadrant... with a surface rich in vegetation. It is our fervent hope 
that it might prove habitable.’ 

She paused again, thinking what else to say. But she decided to wrap the 
session up, instead. Now that the time had become available to catch up on 
luxuries like diary entries, she had spent all day at it, and felt tired. 

‘Moon Base Alpha... Status report... One thousand two hundred and 
twenty-nine days since leaving Earth orbit. Doctor Helena Russell 
reporting.’ 

She snapped the switch off, and put the diary away. 

She went to her dressing table mirror, and looked into it. Her lipstick had 
smudged, and she made her mouth into an ‘O’, and ran her finger round her 
lips. 

She bounced her hair at the sides with her fmgertips, and twisted round 
and glanced expertly at her profile, raising a demure eyelash. 

Then she glanced at her whole figure and, hands on hips, she ran them 
smoothly and firmly down her body, feeling her hips and smoothing the 
dress fabric she wore. 

She would have to do. 

She unlocked her door — she allowed no-one to disturb her whilst she 
was recording — and walked confidently down the corridor towards 


Command Centre. 

Verdeschi’s face was on the screen, flashed from the Pilot Section of the 
overhauled Eagle One. 

Maya and a well-rested Koenig were with him, orbiting the new planet. 

“Maya... sensor reading?’ Koenig spoke into his monitor. 

Maya’s voice sounded from off-screen in the Passenger Section. ’Surface 
temperature seventy-three degrees, atmosphere breathable.’ 

‘Let’s put it down, Tony,’ Koenig said. 

Tony nodded, and he was about to operate his controls when a red 
emergency light began flashing in front of him. 

He looked mildly worried, more annoyed than anything. ‘Life support 
system,’ he said. ‘Oxygen leak.’ 

Behind him Koenig’s shape hit the console buttons in a mad flurry. He 
tore off the read-out and stared at it. 

‘Four hours until critical level. Damn!’ he said. ‘I thought this bloody 
ship was supposed to be overhauled?’ 

‘Do we abort the mission?’ Verdeschi asked, downcast. 

Koenig shook his head. ’No. Ill return to Alpha and pick up another 
Eagle. You and Maya will have completed your preliminary survey on the 
planet surface by the time I get back,’ he said. 

Verdeschi looked surprised. 

‘Me? And Maya? Say, is this my lucky day or something?’ 

‘It’s your field day. Now get going before I change my mind,’ Koenig 
told him good naturedly. 

Verdeschi didn’t need telling twice, and left his seat. 

Koenig stuck his face in front of the screen and winked at Helena. 

She smiled, understanding the mutual agreement they had made. She had 
persuaded Koenig to take the next assignment off, to be with her instead. 
And to give Maya a chance to be with Verdeschi. The Psychon and the 
Security Chief had gone head over heels in love, almost at first sight. 

‘Moon Base Alpha to Commander Koenig,’ Yasko advised from her 
console, without waiting to be asked. ‘Alpha is ready to receive Eagle One.’ 

She smiled — the smile of the beautiful and mysterious lotus flower. 


A lush, verdant land of rich foliage and flowers surrounded Maya and 
Verdeschi. 

The variety of greens were unbelievably fresh and intense, the radiance 
and variety of colours of the flowers, breathtaking and stunning. 

The air was heavy and fragrant with scents. It was warm and humid. 

They strolled wondrously, through hanging fern-like plants, touched by 
dazzling petals of an ethereal brilliance. 

Unbelievably sharp pangs of nostalgia overcame them, Verdeschi for 
Earth, and Maya for Psychon as her dead father had described it to her. 
They forgot their mission. They forgot Moon Base Alpha for a few timeless 
hours, part of which they spent lying together in a clearing, drowsing and 
drifting in delirious dreams of happiness, and part exploring the land like 
two Alices in a new and happier Wonderland. 

It reminded them most of their remote childhood, when things had 
seemed so much better than they were now. 

They came gradually to realize that there were no bird-songs on the air, 
no lazy insect hums, no scamperings and crashings through the 
undergrowth. 

‘No competition!’ Verdeschi laughed. ‘Seems perfect for us.’ 

“Wait till we radio the Commander!’ Maya cried like a delighted child. 
She scanned the plants with her instruments. 

‘Hmm. Edible,’ she said. ‘Some of those adorable looking fruits look like 
they taste nice too.’ 

Verdeschi commlocked Koenig and told him. 

“What have you been doing?’ Koenig’s voice demanded. His irritated 
voice drifted through the balmy air. “You turned off your commlocks... 
that’s forbidden.’ He seemed to relent. ‘Yasko will contact you every thirty 
minutes, understood?’ 

‘Aye aye, Cap’n,’ Verdeschi snapped the switch off and grinned at Maya. 
‘He knows now.’ 

He looked at what the Psychon was doing. She was deeply engrossed in a 
cluster of bright purple berries. 

“We’ ve not tried to eat anything yet,’ he said. He reached out and plucked 
them. 

He was about to put them into his mouth when a shrill scream of agony 
rent the air. 


The scream seemed to emanate from the bush that bore the berries. 

It rang throughout the silent woodland, and Verdeschi and Maya stood 
back, shocked. 

Verdeschi looked guiltily down at his hands. The berries which he had 
dropped had stained them purple. 

‘Cannibals... murderers...!’ a thunderous, rumbling voice roared at them 
from out of the sky. 

They looked around them nervously, but they saw only the bushes, the 
flowers, and the trees cloaking a distant hillside. 

But the Eve-like paradise had taken on an ominous appearance. 

“You will be punished...’ the thunder voice roared. 

The voice seemed to emanate from the hills, and they looked to them in 
horror. 

‘,..as cannibals and murderers deserve to be punished.’ 

Wild-looking clouds raced up from beyond the horizon. 

They boiled and seethed above them, and a wind began to blow, howling 
and lashing the vegetation around them in its frenzy. 

Jagged lightning burst from the clouds and forked down towards them. 

They clung together, soaked to the skin in a warm, heavy rain, trembling 
beneath the stupendous claps of thunder which seemed to rock the very 
planet. 

They separated from their embrace and caught hands. They began 
running aimlessly through the foliage, seeking shelter. 

They pushed and trampled their way blindly through the wet, slapping 
plants, stumbling and staggering until they reached a small cliff face rising 
out of the sombre vegetation. 

Verdeschi noticed the dark opening of a cave, and they ran desperately 
towards it. 

They flung themselves inside. 

After they had rested briefly in each others arms, Verdeschi brought out 
his commlock and spoke urgently into it. 

‘Moon Base Alpha from Verdeschi...’ 

Great jagged sparks forked down out of the sky, illuminating the cave 
walls with a cold, stroboscopic flickering. 

The set seemed dead. 


‘Moon Base Alpha from Verdeschi... COME IN!’ Verdeschi shouted 
urgently above the roar of the thunder. 

‘IT’S NO USE MAYA — IT’S BROKEN.’ 

He was about to hurl his commlock to the floor, when its screen lit up 
and he brought it back to his face. 

He stared at it intently. 

A cold clammy chill of horror crept into him as he saw three very 
distinctive, alien tree-like creatures appear on it. 

The thunderous voice sounded again, and one of the trees moved, as 
though it was the speaker. 

“Murderer... you have had your last communication with Alpha,’ it 
roared. 

Maya looked aghast with a mixture of horror and indignation. 

“Who are you?’ she cried. 

‘We are the Judges of Luton,’ the voice boomed. 

She looked confused. 

‘I don’t understand. What is our crime?’ 

“You destroyed life-forms of this planet...’ 

“We picked some berries!’ Verdeschi shouted back hotly. 

“That is your crime... you killed members of our society.’ 

Verdeschi and Maya looked appalled — partly at their predicament, 
partly at the suffering it seemed they had unwittingly inflicted. 

‘We didn’t realize...’ Verdeschi began, but the talking tree cut him off. 

‘But we are merciful...’ it boomed, more warmly. ‘Even to criminals of 
such magnitude...’ 

Maya sounded humble. 

‘Please believe us... if we committed a crime it was through ignorance...’ 

‘Ah... you will be given a chance to prove your innocent intent...’ 

Verdeschi looked slightly grateful in the darkness. 

“Thank you,’ he said, though he wasn’t certain yet what he had to be 
thankful for. 

An extra loud clap of thunder sounded outside, and a brilliant ball of 
lightning began falling out of the sky. 

It hung above the cave entrance like a cold sun, vividly illuminating the 
interior of their shelter. 


They whirled round, as though attracted by a telepathic signal. Three 
weird and ghastly monsters stood in the flickering shadows. 

They were of gargantuan proportions and shape. One looked as though it 
were made of stone. It looked vaguely human, but its muscles were grossly 
exaggerated, causing its body to bulge hideously out of shape. It had a 
single, round eye set in a squashed and broken face. Its mutated form was 
adomed with a fine, silver, skin-tight membrane of some kind. 

Another was tall and skeletal, match-stick shaped. Its thin, bulging eyes 
blazed down from its skull-like face with a fierce intensity. Its greyish skin, 
pulled tautly round the bones, was afflicted with a mass of warts and scaly 
lumps. 

The third was short and squat. Its skin bristled with sharp, needle-like 
hairs, and its over-sized head stared doll-like at them, casting a cold hating 
gaze over them. Its shovel-like hands jerked menacingly from its sides, as 
Verdeschi and Maya stepped back in abject terror. 

They retreated frozenly out of the cave mouth and into the sheeting rain. 

“These are your adversaries,’ the thunder voice told them with a judge’s 
finality. ‘Alien Strong, Alien Invisible and Alien Transport. They too are 
criminals from Space who have violated our laws... 

“They too claim innocence due to ignorance. Your innocence will be 
tested in the crucible of combat... The survivors will be given their 
freedom!’ 

A roar, a moan and a shriek came from the cave — and the three 
desperate contestants jerked, limped and rolled from the mouth, forcing 
Maya and Verdeschi into the centre of the clearing. 

The first alien — Alien Strong — wreaked his enormous strength on the 
cliff face, tearing off huge rocks and dashing them to the ground. 

After he had displayed his mindless ability, he tore more rocks off and 
handed them to his two gruesome colleagues. 

Roaring and shrieking, the aliens held their crude weapons aloft and 
faced Verdeschi and Maya. Led by Alien Strong they began to bear down 
on them. 

The horrified Alphans raised their laser guns and fired. Thin lances of 
light struck the advancing monsters squarely on their hides, but had no 
effect. 

‘Run!’ Verdeschi shouted. 


He and Maya ran, more fleetly than their adversaries, into the 
undergrowth. 

The aliens came, lumbering and crashing after, but soon lost them. 

“We need weapons,’ Verdeschi said, looking around the debris-strewn 
floor of the bushes they had concealed themselves inside. 

He picked up a hefty-looking club of wood. It felt paper-light, and he 
knew that it was rotten. It broke in two when he threw it to the ground. 

‘If we break off a branch... injure a tree, they will condemn us without 
any chance,’ Maya commented bitterly. 

Verdeschi nodded grimly. 

‘If we get hungry there’s nothing to eat.’ 

The howls and roars of the aliens drew closer, forcing them to move on. 


‘Eagle One... you are cleared for touchdown,’ Yasko called into her 
intercommunication microphone. 

Koenig’s face appeared on the Big Screen. 

“Thank you, Alpha,’ he said. ‘Do you have the other Eagle I ordered?’ 

‘It’s ready for lift-off, John,’ Helena called. She had appeared behind 
Yasko and stood smiling demurely at him. ‘The moment you clear the 
launch pad.’ 

Helena checked her watch and turned to Yasko. 

“How about checking out Tony and Maya?’ she asked the operator. 

Yasko nodded, and cut Koenig off. 

She pressed more buttons with her bronzed, slender fingers. Her skin 
pigmentation would have faded long ago had it not been for the Moon Base 
solarium. 

‘Moon Base Alpha to Tony Verdeschi,’ she called in her singsong voice. 

She waited expectantly. 

‘Moon Base Alpha to Tony Verdeschi...’ she repeated. 

Still there was no reply. 

The two women exchanged troubled glances. 

‘Get that planet on the screen,’ Helena told her. 

Yasko pressed more buttons. 

‘Moon Base Alpha to Tony Verdeschi... come in, Tony.’ 

A picture of a galaxy came on the screen. 


Helena shook her head and pulled a face. 

Yasko cleared the screen and pressed the same buttons again. Still no 
planet. 

‘It should be there...’ Yasko said, frowning, 

‘It’s got to be!’ Helena shouted in alarm. ‘Check your scanner!’ 

The Oriental girl checked, but to no avail. 

“The sensors give no reading,’ she informed Helena. She thought, John! 
He’s lifting off! 

She recalled John to the screen. He had now swopped ships and was 
about to take off. 

‘Eagle Four ready for lift-off,’ Koenig reported. 

‘Abort mission, Eagle Four, abort,’ Yasko ordered firmly. There was a 
slight pause, then an exclamation. 

“What!” 

‘Abort,’ Yasko repeated. 

‘But I’ve got to get Tony off that planet...” Koenig sounded stunned. 

Helena leaned forward, an alarmed look on her face. 

‘John, we know that. But we don’t knew where the planet is!’ 


Cool, clear water foamed and bubbled around them, Apart from the foam, 
the river was clear and blue, sliding powerfully over a mossy, rocky bed. 
The storm had passed, the immediate wrath of the Judges over. The foliage 
was steaming beneath the sun, and clear blue skies had returned again. 

They reached the far bank and climbed out, dripping and exhausted. 

They moved, sodden, towards some bushes and looked back at the river. 

The three aliens burst in pursuit out of the foliage lining the opposite 
bank, and looked around them threateningly. They had replaced the rocks 
they had carried with lethal, greyish, lance-like crystals several feet in 
length. 

The water flowed swiftly at their feet, tossing spray into the air. 

But instead of wading in, they stopped abruptly at its edge. Incredibly, 
they seemed nervous. 

Verdeschi grasped the opportunity he had been waiting for. He nudged 
Maya and motioned her to stay where she was. Then he broke through the 
foliage, and boldly exposed himself. 


‘Listen to me,’ he called out to the aliens above the sound of the river. 
“We have no reason to fight...’ 

He paused, wondering if they had heard, and if they had heard, whether 
they had bothered to take in what he was trying to say. 

The monstrous creatures did not look as if they had listened... nor as if 
they intended to. 

They loped and stumbled back and forth along the edge of the river, 
frantically trying to seek a route across. 

Verdeschi tried again. 

‘Don’t let the Judges make us kill each other... Listen to me!’ 

‘Maybe they can’t understand our language,’ Maya commented from the 
bush. ‘But they must realize we want to talk. Why won’t they talk?’ 

‘Maybe it’s their nature not to,’ Verdeschi muttered grimly to himself as 
he stared at the scene. The aliens had given up trying to cross, and moved 
back into the vegetation. They seemed to have thought up a new plan of 
attack. 

He turned and faced Maya, who had emerged from her hiding place. 

“That river gives us a little breathing space,’ he said. “They’re trying to 
figure a way to cross. We’ve got some time before they catch up with us, so 
we’d better find a way of defending ourselves.’ They turned and moved 
back into the bushes. 

The low-lying vegetation began to break up as they journeyed deeper, 
and was soon replaced with a kind of primitive, gymnosperm forest. The 
fern-like trees towered above them, their long fronds trailing down and 
almost touching their heads. 

Vines and creepers twisted up the scaly barks, parasitically feeding off 
the gymnosperms in order that they themselves might reach the roof-top 
canopies, and obtain the light and nourishment they needed. 

They came across the skeleton of a large, dinosaur-like animal, moss- 
covered and pinned to one of the fat trunks by the vines. 

Verdeschi stared at it, unnerved. 

“What’s the matter?’ Maya asked him questioningly. 

He frowned. 

“There’s no other signs of animal life here... Those vines look like the 
reason why.’ 

“The plants deliberately killed the animal?’ Maya asked astonished. 


‘Let’s say they eliminated a natural enemy,’ Verdeschi said sardonically. 

His commlock beeped, and he took it out of its holder. The three judges 
appeared on the screen again. 

They looked agitated, waving their branches. 

“Verdeschi... you waste valuable time,’ one of the trees accused. ‘Devote 
yourself to saving your lives.’ 

“Why do we have to kill to save our lives?’ Maya complained. “That is no 
longer considered honourable...’ 

‘Because those are the rules of our planet... The Rules of Luton.’ 

Verdeschi’s temper began to rise. 

“We won’t submit to those rules... They’re vicious and cruel.’ 

‘Cruel? Vicious?’ Several voices reverberated at once. They sounded 
surprised and angry at the same time. ‘We pride ourselves on our justice, on 
our fairness...’ 

‘As proof of our fairness,’ said a third judge, ‘we have given your 
adversaries abilities to match yours. Otherwise the contest would be too 
one-sided.’ 

“We won’t fight,’ Verdeschi said emphatically. “We won’t submit to...’ 

But the first judge interrupted him. 

‘Kill or die!’ it rumbled coldly with an overtone of sadism. 

The screen went dead. 

‘I thought they were against killing?’ Maya asked Verdeschi with 
sarcasm. 

‘Animals are the lower form of life on this planet,’ he replied. ‘No doubt 
if we kill each other, it’s acceptable.’ 

‘I wonder what abilities were given to our adversaries?’ she mused. 
‘Three against two aren’t heavy enough odds, I suppose...’ She looked 
thoughtful. ‘I suppose a lion or a tiger could even the odds...’ 

Verdeschi shook his head. 

‘Alien Strong would tear you apart if you got near him, Maya... in any 
form. But that gives me an idea. We could use your “abilities” to give us an 
edge.’ 

She smiled understandingly. 

Her being melted, and dissolved away again into nothingness. 

The molecules that had once composed her, were held from dispersing 
completely by the mental force exerted by her still-operable mind. 


Gradually she felt herself returning from out of the randomness. 

She perched arrogantly on Verdeschi’s outstretched arm, and beat her 
pure white wings. 

Verdeschi’s giant face smiled at her. 

‘Off you go,’ he said, and raised his arm. ‘Don’t stay in any place too 
long.’ 

She took off and climbed powerfully against the air-streams, feeling their 
exhilarating fingers rushing and pushing around her body. 

Soon, the two sides of the river bank lay far below her. 

It seemed that she had climbed away from all her problems, and for a 
moment she allowed herself to soar and glide on the tongues of air. 

Then she veered sharply away in the direction taken by the aliens, easily 
finding the route of broken, crushed vegetation that they had made. 

It seemed paradoxical to her that the life-forms that existed on Luton 
should denounce her and Tony for picking a few berries — and yet stand by 
unconcerned whilst the aliens crushed and maimed large numbers of their 
species. It reinforced her opinion that the Judges were punishing them on a 
pretext, for what in reality was a sick-minded and sadistic thirst for the 
infliction of suffering on others. 

Two of the aliens came into view below, and she plummeted down 
towards them. 

They were standing at the foot of a giant variety of coniferous tree, 
staring up at its branches. It was the tallest tree in the vicinity, far 
outreaching its neighbours. 

She flew closer and landed quietly on one of its branches, noticing that 
the squat, repulsive-looking Alien Transport rested in a nearby fork. 

He was gazing out over the river, trying, she guessed, to see where she 
and Tony had got to. 

The bristly, squat creature seemed to have seen what it wanted to. It made 
a crude gesture to its two companions below, and began to descend with a 
frightening agility and speed down the tree, swinging from branch to 
branch, and dropping solidly at their feet. 

They conferred, and Maya flew lower to get a closer look. 

She was in time to see Alien Strong retrieve Alien Transport’s crystal 
lance from the carpet of pine needles. His thick, deformed arm punched at 
the air in the direction of the river. 


Alien Transport took the proffered lance, nodding as he listened to the 
other’s grunts. Then, abruptly, his squat form shimmered and faded out of 
existence. 

Maya realized with horror that the alien possessed the power of 
teletransportation — a feat of psi-transport not unknown to her though 
unfortunately not possessed by her — and she hurriedly took off, praying 
that she would be in time to assist Verdeschi. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


With unpractised shots, the Security Chief began throwing stones against 
the fat trunk of the gymnosperms. 

At his feet lay a small pile of rocks and stones that he gathered, most of 
them dug out of the earth with a sharp stick. 

He had searched in the jungle-like surrounding for some time since Maya 
had left, applying his shrewd and observant mind to the quest for weaponry. 
The dead vines that covered the trees in abundance had proved too brittle to 
use as slings. Most of the sticks he found, except for one, had rotted away. 
Although he did not believe now that uprooting the living flora would prove 
as serious a blow to the inhabitants of Luton as he had been led to believe, 
he deliberately went out of his way not to damage any of it. 

The sound of a crackling branch behind him made him turn. A vague, 
fuzzy shape had appeared amongst the vegetation. As he watched, it 
gradually materialized into the grizzly features of Alien Transport. 

Verdeschi gasped, caught off his guard. 

He glanced wildly around him, looking for the other two assailants, but 
they did not appear to be nearby. 

Impulsively, he turned, and he flung the stones he had collected at the 
ugly creature that faced him. 

Only one of the stones found its target, and the alien rubbed its skin 
where the missile had struck. Then, with a ferocious look on its face, it 
raised its deadly-looking lance and moved swiftly towards its prey. 

Vedeschi staggered backwards to avoid the death blow, but he tripped 
over the trunk of a decaying tree and fell helplessly to the ground. 

The sharp, rough point of the lance was brought over his chest, poised to 
kill, and he waited to die. 

As the murderous point, grasped in the huge hands of the alien, 
descended, an intense screeching noise came from overhead. 

A white falcon appeared, and dive-bombed Alien Transport’s face, raking 
the pulpy flesh with its claws. 


The alien bellowed out with rage and pain, and the lance’s trajectory was 
deflected. It buried itself into the trunk, inches away from Verdeschi’s body. 

The Security Chief rose quickly to his feet, and launched himself bodily 
at the alien, knocking its enraged form off-balance. 

But it quickly regained its footing and raised its lance once more in 
Verdeschi’s direction. 

Again, it thrust its arm forward with all of its inhuman strength. This time 
though, it was distracted by a fearsome growling sound at its side, and once 
again the lance was deflected from its intended target. 

A large, gorilla-like creature bearing a horn on its head had appeared. It 
stalked aggressively towards Alien Transport, tall, powerful and menacing. 

The alien backed away, evident fear now in its deranged eyes. 

The two creatures faced each other for a moment, but then the squat alien 
decided that it would not fare well if it stayed, and, watched by the 
staggered Verdeschi, it began to shake away back into the vaporous world it 
had derived from. 

‘Stop him!’ Verdeschi found his voice. ‘We must talk to him!’ 

But it was no use. The alien had vanished. 

He turned and found Maya watching him. At first she looked amused, but 
then a look of alarm appeared in her eyes. ‘Hey! You’re hurt!’ she cried. 

She ran forward and touched his shoulder. 

Verdeschi winced in pain as he remembered having been struck. The 
lance had been deflected from his chest, but it had opened his shoulder 
instead. Blood stained his tunic, and the wound throbbed and stung, making 
him feel giddy. 

‘Lie down,’ she commanded gravely. 

He did as she bid, as she tore off more of the tunic and disappeared 
amongst the trees. A few moments later she appeared, carrying a ball of the 
cloth in her hands, dripping water. 

He lay back gratefully as she applied the cooling poultice to his burning 
arm. He gazed admiringly at her profile as she worked, oblivious of his 
attention. 

“Well, we know the abilities the Judges gave to two of the aliens,’ he said 
with irony. 

Maya nodded as she straightened her back, and sat on her haunches. 


‘One, the strength to tear mountains apart... and my poor Tony,’ she 
added tenderly, bending forward to kiss him. ‘The other they made into a 
transport... what its name implied.’ 

‘Maya, you’re wonderful,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how to thank you 
enough.’ He held on to her and returned her kiss. 

‘Nothing to thank me for,’ she said softly into his ear. 

‘OK... then I thank the bird for its sharp eyesight, and the gorilla for its 
roar... ouch!’ 

‘Sorry, but I must stop the bleeding,’ she said, reverting to her role as 
nurse. ‘Listen!’ 

They both stopped talking. From the direction of the river they heard 
banging and cracking, followed by a resounding splash. 

Verdeschi struggled to his feet. 

‘Must see what they’re up to,’ he grimaced, as he felt blood pounding in 
his head. 

He forced his way back through the foliage, followed worriedly by Maya. 

They reached the swiftly-flowing river, and looked in both directions. 

Up stream, the aliens were floating on something in the water, dipping 
huge boughs into the foaming torrents. 

One look told them all they wanted to know, and they swiftly returned to 
the clearing. 

Verdeschi stooped down weakly and reached for Alien Transport’s 
crystal lance. 

“That’s too heavy for you,’ Maya said, and picked it up herself. But she 
realized that it was far too heavy for her also. 

‘Don’t waste time arguing,’ Verdeschi said. He took it back off her. 

Together, they made their way through the trees. 


Koenig stared tight-lipped at the Eagle Four screen in front of him. 
The outline of the Moon hung in the starry, black heaven, and was 
receding by the moment. 
‘Eagle Four to Command Centre,’ he called into the console intercom. 
Yasko’s face replaced the picture of the moon. 
‘Go ahead, John.’ 
‘I get no readings from my sensors.’ 


“That was expected, wasn’t it?’ Helena’s voice sounded off-screen. It 
sounded annoyed. 

‘How about yours?’ Koenig asked. 

‘Still negative,’ she replied. ‘And I still think you’re out of your mind.’ 

But Koenig did not relent. 

“When I approach where I think the planet is, I’1l check in,’ he said. 

Helena’s play-acting was unable to disguise her concern. ‘John, you 
should have taken a co-pilot...’ 

Koenig sighed heavily. 

‘I told you, I can’t let anybody else share this risk.’ 

“Then remember,’ she called back pleadingly. ‘You said you’d give 
yourself a good safety margin.’ 

“What I’m remembering is that I told Tony and Maya I’d be right back 
for them,’ he replied — though he didn’t feel as tough as he sounded. 


A rocky, scree-strewn slope fell away towards the tangled, overgrown 
vegetation and woodland below. 

Verdeschi looked glassily down at the route they had climbed. 

He could no longer feel the pain in his shoulder. Instead, his body had 
grown feverish. His vision was blurred and his head lolled leadenly, 
swimming with vertigo. 

He clung to the lip of boulders that concealed them from view, 
desperately trying to make out the forms of their pursuers. 

Maya pulled his protesting form from the tip, and laid him down behind 
it, away from the strong sun. 

“You rest. I’ll keep watch,’ she said. 

She was exhausted after the long haul up the slope, and conserved her 
energy by not talking too much. 

‘We better start moving again,’ Verdeschi muttered feverishly, struggling 
to rise once more. 

“You’re getting weaker,’ she said. ‘We can’t go.’ 

‘...We can’t stray too far from where we touched down. John said he’d 
come back,’ Verdeschi persisted. 

“We should make more weapons,’ he said. “That lance won’t be enough.’ 


‘Ssh!’ Maya called out suddenly from where she had positioned herself, 
peering over the ledge. 

Far below her she saw the three aliens. 

They had emerged from the forest and were looking up at the 
mountainside. 

The thin, match-stick like Alien Invisible darted nimbly forward and 
picked something up off the ground. 

It was a piece of Verdeschi’s blood-stained tunic. Maya gasped in alarm, 
silently cursing herself for the oversight. 

The trio hunted around until they found the trail of blood spore. Then one 
of them pointed up towards Maya, and they set out determinedly up the 
mountainside, quickly disappearing from view behind a rocky bluff. 

She withdrew from her vantage point, and crawled beside Verdeschi. 

He had managed to haul himself to a sitting position, and draw the heavy 
crystal lance towards him. 

He gazed drunkenly at her, but she could see that despite his physical 
condition, his sharp mind was operating clearly. 

‘See where they are,’ he said thickly. ‘I’ Il rest.’ 

He twisted himself round, and sat wih his back to the ledge. He pulled 
the lance on to his lap. 

She nodded understandingly. 

Wearily, she closed her eyes, and once more she became the soaring 
falcon, light of wing and free of care. 

She plummeted from the high ledge, the scree slope flashing past below 
her in a grey blur. 

She followed a trail that lay to the side of the scree, where she expected 
to find the aliens. 

Her sharp, bird-bright eyes eventually spotted one of them. It was Alien 
Invisible. He was alone, his wiry, emaciated form making its way uphill 
with long, spider-like strides. 

In its hand it hefted one of the lances. 

Puzzled, she flew past him, and noticed that the other two aliens were 
making their way back downhill. 

She turned about again and caught up with Alien Invisible. 

A huge, bright red flower, its petals open mouth-like, grew in a crack, 
uphill from the alien, and she flew towards it. 


She alighted on its lip, intending to observe the alien’s behaviour. But as 
she rested, a heady scent emanated from the flower and she grew drowsy. 
Forewarmed, she flew up with a screech, as the deceptive petals snapped 
shut. 


Alien Invisible looked up at the bird, attracted by its distress call. 

Unseen by Maya, a broad grin cracked across its skull-like face. Its form, 
like its macabre companion’s, began to shimmer and disappear into thin air. 

Further up the slope, out of sight of the lone white bird that still searched 
for it, Alien Invisible materialized again. 

Inexorably, and undetected, it continued its climb towards the ledge. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Through a haze of fatigue and sweat Verdeschi laboured with a sharp stone, 
cutting his wide leather tunic belt into strips. 

In front of him lay a small pile of stones that he had gathered from 
around him. 

“You were supposed to rest,’ Maya said chastisingly as she transformed 
in front of him. 

‘As soon as I finish this...” He said determinedly. ‘I feel a bit better.’ 

But he didn’t look better. 

He looked fevered and close to total collapse. 

‘I couldn’t find where the aliens went to,’ she told him anxiously. She 
explained what she had seen. 

‘So Alien Invisible is on his way up here...’ Verdeschi grunted, making 
the final cut in the belt with the crude implement that passed for a knife. 

‘I don’t know... I lost him,’ she complained. ‘He disappeared.’ 

‘Maybe...’ The world pulsated momentarily in front of Verdeschi and he 
shook his head. ‘...maybe invisibility’s his ability...’ 

‘If we can’t see him then we better listen instead,’ Maya said nervously, 
glancing over the lip of the rocky ledge. She pulled a face. ‘He can’t have 
got this far yet.’ 

She turned back to him. 

“What are you making?’ 

‘A bolas... South American jungle natives on Earth invented it... Very 
effective, against visible opponents at any rate.’ 

Clumsily he began tying the stones he had collected to the strips of 
leather. 

Maya took one of the strips to her look-out position and helped. 

At last they had the bolas ready. 

But Verdeschi had collapsed back against the wall, his eyes closed in 
pain. Blood from the wound had spread down one side of his tattered tunic. 
He was bleeding more slowly now, but he had already lost a lot. 

Maya knelt down in alarm. 


She bent over him and cradled his head in her arms. 

‘All right now?’ she asked gently. 

‘Tt only hurts when I laugh,’ he mumbled. 

But he got a frozen reaction from her. 

‘An old Earth joke,’ he explained. 

Maya looked perturbed. 

‘It’s not funny,’ she said. 

‘It was on Earth,’ Verdeschi replied half-heartedly 

‘Fifty years ago,’ Maya reminded him. 

Verdeschi fell silent. 

They listened tensely for the slightest sound that might denote that their 
aggressor was Close by. 

“Tell me some old Psychon jokes, Maya,’ Verdeschi said as he lay with 
his head in her lap. He felt stronger like this, and opened his eyes to look at 
her. 

She looked away pensively, and he realized he had upset her again. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I didn’t want to bring back sad memories. 
Just trying to keep cheerful...’ 

“The memories aren’t sad...” Maya corrected. ‘Except at the end. Psychon 
was a happy place. That’s why most of us wouldn’t leave it even when we 
knew we faced disaster.’ 

She lay his head down on the ground and rose to her feet. 

She looked at the hostile, broken terrain below her for sign of anything 
unusual. The scree slope fell away towards a steep precipice dropping far 
below them. 

“Your brother left,’ Verdeschi prompted. 

She nodded. 

‘My brother, like Mentor my father, was on Psychon. He knew there was 
no hope when our planet began to boil. My brother and a thousand others 
went off into unchartered space — preferring to take their chances than face 
sure death.’ 

‘Did they find another planet?’ 

She shrugged. 

“We never heard from him again... or the others who built space ships 
after that and went... as Psychon’s temperature kept rising.’ 


A slight frown appeared on Verdeschi’s otherwise motionless, sweat- 
lined features. 

‘If the planet’s break-up was inevitable, why didn’t Mentor leave?’ 

‘My father’s dream was to restore Psychon. To make it the beautiful 
world it once was. But nobody shared his dream... eventually they all left, 
preferring to face the unknown than certain disaster.’ 

Verdeschi still didn’t sound satisfied. 

‘If every scientist on Psychon knew what was coming, why did Mentor 
remain so stubborn?’ 

Maya was quiet for a moment, deciding whether or not to tell him. She 
looked reflective and sad. Finally, in a soft, mournful voice, she said: 

‘He was more than stubbom, Tony. He was in love... my mother’s crypt 
was on Psychon. He wouldn’t leave her.’ 

‘But what about you?’ Verdeschi sounded surprised. ‘Didn’t he think of 
you?’ 

‘He tried to get me to go,’ she replied hesitantly. ‘But I couldn’t... I 
couldn’t let him stay alone...’ 

She sounded upset, but Verdeschi didn’t seem to notice. Instead he 
sounded angry, and the frown on his face had become more rigid. 

‘He should have made you go...!’ he told her. He gasped with sudden 
pain at the exertion of speaking. 

‘No, you don’t understand!’ she whispered, jumping to her father’s 
defence. She spoke earnestly. ‘He really believed he could perform the 
miracle of restoring Psychon... and I got caught up in his dream. Mentor 
was a great scientist and he was my father. I knew he could do anything...’ 

A sudden rock-fall sounded from below, and Maya froze. 

Verdeschi struggled to a sitting position and hauled himself painfully 
back to the lip. 

‘I don’t see anything,’ Maya reported, peering around from her vantage 
point. 

The grey scree and the rocks stretched lifelessly away downhill into the 
lush vegetation. 

They looked at each other thoughtfully. 

Verdeschi sank down again. He grasped the bolas and brought it to him. 
It was less heavy than the lance which he did not think he could lift now. 


Silence fell again, and the humid heat and nectar-heavy air clung 
stiflingly around them, making it difficult for Verdeschi to breathe. 

‘What about you, Tony?’ Maya asked after they had settled into an 
uneasy period of waiting again. ‘Do you have brothers?’ 

He nodded. ’A lot, but... whether I still have them or not is questionable.’ 

‘Did you have a...?’ she began slowly, but Verdeschi cut her off. 

‘A wife? No.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Girl-friends... yes. There were no wars 
on Psychon?’ he changed the subject. 

‘No. Unlike your planet, we were all of one race, one religion, one 
government. And Psychon was so rich in resources, there was no separation 
of classes...’ 

Verdeschi listened to her recalling her planet’s history. He felt prompted 
to explain something of his own. 

‘As you Say, we were a mixed people... our virtue and our downfall. In 
1987 all the hatreds on Earth between races, classes and religions came to a 
head. The war was global and awful. It finally was a war to end all wars 
because the survivors realized that if there was another one it was the end of 
humanity...’ 

“You mean people killed people just because they were different from 
each other?’ 

He nodded. 

‘How disgusting!’ she exclaimed. 

‘The one virtue of that war, if war can have a virtue, was that prejudice 
was wiped out. People realized that to survive... they had to work together, 
accept each other for what they were. And we went on to create a new and 
wonderful civilization...’ 

Another rock-fall sounded, this time much closer, and he forced his pain- 
wracked body back up to the rocky ledge. 

The noise had come from just below them where the rocks gave way to 
the scree. 

Both Alphans watched the slope silent and motionless, but they could see 
or hear nothing. 

An idea formed inside Verdeschi’s head. 

He reached down and tore off another strip of his tunic, stretched up his 
body and held the strip aloft above the tops of the boulders. The wind 
caught it and blew it upslope towards the mountain peak. 


‘Blowing in this direction,’ he gasped from the effort, sliding back down 
to the floor. 

He looked pathetically up at Maya. 

‘Pick up his scent...’ 

Maya looked both puzzled and distressed. 

She caught on to what he meant and nodded unhappily. 

Lines of concentration appeared on her face, and her beautiful form 
began transforming itself into a luminous spindle of energy. The spindle 
collapsed and in its place stood a great, black alsatian dog, its pink tongue 
hanging out and drops of saliva dripping from its ferocious teeth. 

It shook its tail at Verdeschi and bounded off. 

It sprang powerfully from the ledge on to a rock below and stood poised, 
perfectly still. 

It raised its snout into the air and began sniffing with its sensitive nostrils. 

Then it lowered its head. It bared its teeth aggressively and snarled, 
apparently at nothing. 

Snarling and barking it began moving towards its invisible antagonist. 

The thin, skeletal shape of Alien Invisible hefting the evil-looking lance 
behind its shoulders materialized in front of the dog. 

The alien was poised ready to throw. But the dog was quicker. It ran 
swiftly forward and leapt up at the alien’s wizened throat, snapping and 
slavering with a primitive animal aggression which had taken over control. 

The gnarled, spindly alien dropped the lance and tore frantically at the 
sleek black body of the dog. 

Its grasp was strong and steel-like and it pulled the biting dog down. But 
fortunately it stumbled backwards and dog and alien began falling down the 
loose scree on their backs. 

The alsation fought to regain its footing, and began running frantically up 
the moving surface of rock pieces. 

The alien flailed its thin limbs wildly about as it fell, helpless in the grip 
of gravity. 

Eventually the dog reached the surface and bounded back up to where 
Verdeschi watched. It transformed back into an ashen-faced Maya. 

‘Good girl,’ Verdeschi said to her impassively. ‘You’ve just reduced our 
adversaries to two.’ 


The alien was now irrevocably caught in the landslide’s grip, and its 
desperate, struggling shape was swept in a mass of scree over the edge of 
the precipice. 

They watched it plummet from view. 

A moment later they heard a single, muffled cry rise in the hot, sultry air. 
Then complete silence fell again. 

As inexorably as Alien Invisible had climbed up, it had slid down, to its 
fate. 


The world went dark. 

It was a deep, frightening darkness in which he could remember nothing 
of his past. 

Black, fleeting shapes rustled round about him, creeping malignly 
towards him with evil intention. 

Somewhere in front of him was Maya, but he could not see her. 

At least he thought she was there... 

One of the hideous occupants of the world appeared out of the shadows 
and sprang towards her, long crocodile jaws cruelly gaping and alight with a 
hellish glow. 

Verdeschi twisted about, trying to raise himself. 

‘No...’ he gasped. ‘No... behind you... wait... no... you can’t...’ 

Something began shaking him. Then a voice, kind and soothing. 

‘It’s all right... it’s all right,’ the voice said soothingly. 

The darkness disappeared and the world became light again. Maya’s 
blurred face hung in front of him. 

Gradually his eyes focused, and he realized where he was. ‘There now... 
better?’ 

“What’d I do?’ he mumbled. ‘... Pass out?’ 

Maya checked his shoulder with concern. 

“You fell asleep,’ she put it nicely while she busied herself with the crude 
bandaging she had wrapped round him. 

‘T’ll have to get water,’ she said. ‘Stay here.’ 

But his eyes had closed again, and he scarcely heard her speak. 

She became a wondrous, white falcon again, and flew powerfully 
towards the river clutching a piece of Verdeschi’s tunic in its talons. 


She beat a steady course out over the mountain slope and the vegetation 
that lined the foaming river. As she flew she kept watch for the two 
remaining alien lifeforms who threatened the existence of her and her loved 
one. 

She alighted on a rocky shore by a waterfall, and stretched out her talon 
holding the guava-coloured cloth into the rush of crystal-pure and healing 
water. 

She withdrew her claw and, standing on the cloth plunged her head into 
the cool fluid. She pecked at the water, taking small beakfuls to quench her 
raging thirst. 

Then she beat her wings again and launched herself into the air. 

There was a sudden noise of crashing vegetation nearby, and something 
shot out towards her. 

She screeched shrilly, and pecked at the object. But her efforts were to no 
avail. 

A great, muscular hand closed over her small white feathered body and 
withdrew her roughly into the foliage. 


The swirling, numbing waves of limbo were washing over him again. Try 
as he might, he could not keep his eyes open. 

He tried to. 

He tried to stay on watch until Maya returned. 

But he felt the coldness and the darkness grabbing him again, and he felt 
himself falling, his consciousness fragmenting into nothingness. 

When he came to again, a loud raucous noise sounded close by. 

It was shrill and sharp and like an alarm, or a desperate plea. He opened 
his eyes. 

A large, irregular shape was towering above him. 

It was carrying something in its hand, something which swung from side 
to side. It roared a long, loud, triumphant roar. 

The creature came into focus but then blurred again as Verdeschi’s tired 
senses refused to function correctly in his dying body. 

But he had seen enough. 


Alien Strong, and the thing it was carrying was... 


He struggled with his vision. 

The alien snapped back into focus, and Verdeschi saw the silver mesh 
suit it had worn swinging in its hand. Trapped plaintively inside the mesh 
was the beautiful white falcon. 

The bird screamed harshly and beat its wings at sight of him. 

A sudden, abrupt pounding started inside Verdeschi as he watched. 

The rage of a lover boiled inside him, firing seized synapses and 
powering numbed muscles with a flood of adrenalin. Alien Strong was on 
his own. 

He held the trapped bird aloft, roaring, challenging Verdeschi to rescue it. 

Verdeschi grasped the leather handle of the bolas, weighted with its 
sharp, heavy stones. 

Such primitive instruments of war were used to bring charging bulls to 
their knees and he dragged it closer to him. 

Then he forced himself unsteadily to his feet, stronger than he was, but 
by no means up to full strength. Whether he could make the bolas work for 
him, and bring down the bull, he did not know. 

But first, he pulled out his commlock. 

Drunkenly, he pressed a switch, whilst the giant, muscular alien bellowed 
at his side. 

‘Judges of Luton...’ Verdeschi called into the communicator. 

The three trees flashed on to the screen, and rustled their branches. 

‘Free her...’ he said. ‘I will go down to fight him...’ 

‘We will not interfere...’ the thunder voice boomed at him. ‘We cannot. 
Those are the Rules of Luton.’ 

Verdeschi swore. 

‘T will let him kill me...’ he said recklessly. 

‘No!’ the thunder voice retorted. 

Verdeschi looked desperate. 

‘She can keep that form for only an hour. She will be crushed. Free her 
and he can kill me...’ 

“We cannot.’ 

“Why?’ Verdeschi shouted hoarsely. ‘You’re the Judges... you can do 
anything.’ 

‘It is against the Rules of Luton,’ the three trees chorussed together in a 
deafening crescendo of sound. 


Their images vanished from the screen. 

‘Come back... listen... please...’ Verdeschi called out pleadingly, almost 
out of his mind. 

But they did not return. 

He threw the commlock away in frustration. 

Resolutely, he brought himself under control again and he looked up and 
faced the alien squarely. 

Alien Strong’s face was a mass of lines and cracks, like a rock face. His 
massive, rugged muscles buckled like jagged mountain ranges under his 
greyish skin. 

Each muscle was as big as a boulder in itself. 

For all its grossness, the alien moved nimbly. It darted towards a large 
rock and stopped by it. 

It looked at Verdeschi with its slate face and held up the net for him to 
see. 

Gently, it deposited the bird safely on the rock. Then it stepped back to 
its previous position, and regarded Verdeschi stonily. 

Its mouth cracked open in a black slit to speak. 

‘We must kill,’ it said with difficulty. Its voice sounded like dry, cracking 
rocks and raging dusty storms. 

It seemed to be hollow inside. 

Its mouth closed again and it raised its heavy lance to its shoulder. 

Verdeschi still tried to bargain for Maya, although he was perfectly ready 
to fight for her. 

‘No!’ he cried. ‘We’re fools if we fight...’ 

‘I don’t want to kill you... but I must...’ the chilling, alien voice sounded 
again. 

Verdeschi looked threatening. 

‘Let her out of the cage... she will be crushed.’ 

But the rock creature shook its head. 

‘It is regrettable but necessary that you both die... so that I may live,’ it 
called out again. 

Then its mouth snapped shut in a line of finality. 

It began to draw back its arm grasping the lance. 

Verdeschi gazed calculatingly at it for a moment. 

Then he turned and stumbled away, zig-zagging from side to side. 


He heard the grunt of escaping energy as the alien hurled the crystal 
lance at his back 

He changed direction again as rapidly as he could, and the lance flew 
over his shoulder and crashed against a line of boulders in front of him. 

When he had reached the extremity of the small ledge of flat rock that he 
and Maya had concealed themselves on, he turned round and faced his 
opponent. Now there was fighting distance between them. 

Alien Strong was bellowing with rage, consumed again by a primitive 
force, and advancing towards him. 

Verdeschi mustered all his strength and skill and began swinging the 
bolas around his head. 

Sweat and grime ran down his face and the patch of dirty blood on his 
tunic began to spread, pumped out of his body by the violent exertions he 
was making. 

With a sharp cry, he let the bolas go, praying that it would find its target, 
for he would get no other chance to bring the alien down. 

The stones hissed through the air, twirling around on the end of their 
leather thongs. 

In its rage, Alien Strong ran blindly into them. 

The thongs wound round its legs, entangling them, and it lost its balance. 
Its giant form crashed heavily earthward, its head smashing sickeningly 
against a protruding lump of stone. It groaned loudly and agonizingly. 

It pressed itself up with its huge muscles, and arose almost to its feet, but 
then a band of pain seemed to twist its cracked and rucked face, and it 
collapsed heavily downward and lay still. 

Cautiously, Verdeschi moved forward and peered at it. 

Its head was cracked, and a black fluid was trickling out, flowing away 
down the mountainside. 

‘Kill! Kill!’ The Thunder Voice boomed out of the sky. ‘It is not yet dead. 
Kill... and you will be freed.’ 

‘NO! I WON’T KILL!’ Verdeschi screamed, sickened by what he saw. 

But the voice did not desist. It roared for blood. 

‘Kill... the criminal... who committed murder on Luton,’ the voices 
rumbled. 

Verdeschi looked wildly around him at the mountain plants. He pointed 
accusingly at them. 


“You’re the criminals!’ he shouted. ‘You could have stopped us before we 
tore the plants.’ 

The voices sounded reluctant. 

“You have defeated the enemy. You are free,’ they said. 

Verdeschi looked faintly surprised, despite his condition. ‘Alien 
Transport...’ he began. 

“You defeated him, that is enough,’ the voices called. ‘That satisfies the 
Rules.’ 

“You want to see things die...’ Verdeschi began shouting again. ‘...you 
would let everything here die to satisfy your lust for death.’ 

The rushes and mountain orchids and other plants round about him began 
to move and rustle with power. 

‘Go. Go. You are free... those are the Rules of Luton,’ the thunder voices 
resounded along the edge of the horizon. 

They faded away and rumbled into silence. 

Verdeschi turned towards the captive bird. 

He unravelled the silver mesh and let the bird free. 

It fluttered raggedly into the air in a cloud of feathers. It began to change 
back into the form he knew and loved, and he let the adrenalin flow away 
and the synapses cease firing and he collapsed at the feet of his goddess in 
engulfing darkness. 


Koenig brought the great Eagle ship around, and again he checked his 
instruments. 

He looked at the section screen despairingly. 

‘I’ve checked and re-checked, Alpha. According to Eagle’s computer, 
I’m at the planet — yet nothing!’ 

As he spoke, his console screen, which had been fixed on the area of 
space where he was sure the planet had once existed, changed from stars 
into a picture of a boiling cloud layer. 

He stared at it aghast. 

He pulled hard on the controls and the Eagle’s engines thundered and 
shrieked, trying desperately to pull the vessel out of her collision course. 

She steadied almost at zero feet, above a mass of waving tree-tops. 

He wiped the seat off his brow. 


‘OK, Alpha,’ he reported, ‘I’ve found the planet... rather, it found me.’ 

The figures of Helena and Yasko looked at each other with great relief. 

They didn’t ask how. 

“Tony and Maya... see if you can get through to them,’ Helena asked the 
oriental operator. 

Yasko smiled her perfect smile once more, revealing a set of divine, pure 
white teeth. 

‘Moon Base Alpha to Tony and Maya,’ she sang. 

Maya’s face appeared on the monitor at Command Centre. She looked 
overjoyed. 

‘Maya to Moon Base Alpha... go ahead,’ she called over her commlock. 

‘Eagle Four is ready to touch down, if you will give your position.’ 

Maya’s face looked up at the sky and her figure made a happy waving 
motion. 

“No need, we have visual contact, Alpha,’ she cried. ‘See you soon!’ 

The screen went blank and the operator’s face beamed radiantly about 
her, filling the Centre with a great happiness and warmth. 


But now, a more sinister pleasure came. 

It pulsed in great space clouds of happiness and warmth from across the 
Universe. 

And Maya and Yasko clung innocently together in its path as it bathed 
Moon Base Alpha in a beauteous, delectable ocean of bliss and ecstasy. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


‘A distinct sensation of well-being and love for our fellow men and women 
has mysteriously pervaded the Moon Base,’ Helena spoke into her diary. 

‘It seems to originate from nowhere. There are no planets within range of 
our sensors that could conceivably have affected us in this way.The only 
possible conclusion seems to be that we have become collectively 
influenced by a mass psychological phenomenon — a theory which seems 
to delight and surprise the women and not surprisingly perturb the men! 

‘Strangely too, Verdeschi’s shoulder has healed in only two days. There 
are no patients in the Medical Centre... a pattern which has remained 
consistent since our fortunate escape from the Masters. In fact all men and 
women — no children, because there is no room on the Moon for expansion 
— are radiantly healthy. Of course, I am pleased. I am pleased to be in love, 
too, and to feel it so strongly. But...’ 

She paused, reclining lazily on her bed. 

There was something which worried her, but she couldn’t put her finger 
on it. 

‘Perhaps this “love beam” won’t last,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps 
that’s what’s wrong with it. It’s too good...’ 

A bleep sounded from the communicator by her bed, and Koenig’s face 
appeared on the screen. He looked exhausted but happy. The love beam had 
made everyone overwork and kept them awake. 

‘Come in here, lovely,’ he said. ‘We’ve got something that might lay 
your psychology theory to rest.’ 

‘Coming,’ she said. 

She snapped off her diary switch and sat up. 

She yawned and stretched, then went to her dressing-table to freshen up. 


The Command Centre was full of people, mainly couples, lounging and 
chatting on console seats and on benches near the coffee dispenser. 

It was dirty and untidy too. Routine work had gone largely by the board. 
But at least everyone was happy, Koenig thought, as Helena swept into the 


room and gathered his arm in hers. 

He brought his arm round her shoulders and hugged her and kissed her 
forehead. 

Verdeschi and Maya stood beside them, equally entwined. 

They were like young couples carried along by the urge to do what they 
felt was right in the face of convention and all other odds. 

It was a kind of drug euphoria, Koenig noticed. 

And although he didn’t let it show on his face, he was worried. 

“Tony’s found something,’ he said to her. 

They crowded round Verdeschi’s console and looked at the monitor. 

Two sine waves had appeared on it. They were running gracefully and 
evenly through each other. At regular intervals their rhythmic undulations 
froze, and their thread-like lines became jagged and uneven. 

Helena frowned reluctantly. 

‘Our scanners are fixed on a perfectly empty area of space, directly 
ahead,’ Verdeschi informed. ‘This happens whenever they scan a particular 
co-ordinate.’ 

As he spoke, there was a lessening of pressure in the air — a changing of 
the subtle atmospheric tension that had seemed to be a characteristic of the 
love beam’s influence. 

They felt a slight coldness run through them — not a temperature drop, 
but the coldness of reality trying to poke its way through the rapturous 
miasma all around them. 

Koenig raised an eyebrow at Verdeschi. 

He gently freed himself from Helena and ran to his own console. 

‘I want precise scanner readings on that co-ordinate,’ he ordered as he sat 
down. 

He pressed a button and the Big Screen lit up in front of him. 

It was a sinister mass of pulsating crimson and violet light. 

It bathed the room in a lurid, flickering, glow that abruptly neutralized 
the last remaining traces of well-being inside them. They had come full 
circle; from Heaven to Hell in a matter of moments. 

The Alphan operators returned quickly to their posts and began their 
scans. 

‘John!’ Verdeschi called out in alarm. 


‘I know - it’s happening over here too,’ Koenig replied, staring grim- 
faced at his console screen. 

The readings had gone hay-wire. 

“We’ve been lulled into a false sense of well-being by someone... or 
something.’ 

‘The computers are undergoing some kind of break-down,’ Maya 
informed from her new post between Annette Fraser and Sandra Benes. 

“There’s something big out there, John,’ Yasko shrilled. 

A single, continuous line was crossing her screen, indicating that her 
sensors were being blocked. 

‘Put it on the screen...’ Koenig told her, although he did not sound at all 
sure that anything could oust the blazing red pulsar that dominated it. 

‘I don’t.. seem... able to,’ Yasko complained, wrestling with her controls. 

Then, as they watched, partly hypnotized by the boiling crimson hues and 
shades, they caught the briefest glimpse of a planet-like mass buried at the 
turbulent centre. 

‘Maya?’ Koenig asked, steeling himself against the shock he felt. 

‘I’ve still not found anything,’ the Psychon replied worriedly, ‘except 
that the turbulence is probably magnetic.’ 

‘Punch it through.’ 

‘I cannot,’ Yasko told him exasperatedly. 

A small scream came from the back of the room. 

One of the female operatives fainted, and Helena rushed to her aid. 

Carter caught her and laid her gently down on the floor. Helena produced 
a small medical scanner and passed it over her. 

She felt her forehead, and frowned. 

‘It’s just a faint... but... she doesn’t look frightened. She looks happy...’ 

She examined the readings on the scanner. 

‘Her vital functions are down...’ 

She arose, puzzled. She looked around her at the other operatives. 

She waved the scanner across to Carter and read them off. 

“Yours, too,’ she said. ‘Tony?’ 

She walked across to Tony and scanned him. 

‘And you.’ 

She moved to Koenig. 


‘I’m all right,’ he said grimly. He passed his hand across his forehead, 
keeping his eyes fixed to the Big Screen. 

‘It’s like a roaring sound...’ Yasko cried. She squeezed her head with her 
hands. ‘...here.” Her pigmented skin looked alarmingly pale, and Helena ran 
over to comfort her. 

“Turbulence decreasing...” Maya informed them. She too felt suddenly 
weak, as though vast amounts of her life force had been stolen from her 
body. 

The female operative who had fainted opened her eyes, and Helena 
rushed back to her. 

Gradually, the turbulence died away, and the energy-drain began to 
subside. 

Instead, an enchanting display of psychedelic patterns and colours began 
to swirl around on the Big Screen, transforming the atmosphere in the 
centre to something like it had been a half-hour ago. 

A weird and wonderful music began to thud from the speakers, making 
them feel drowsy and inexorably happy once again. 

Koenig shook his head, but the feeling remained. He did not feel totally 
captivated by it though. 

Gradually, the music and the colours faded away, and they felt an abrupt 
sense of loss. 

The wide panoramic field of stars that lay in their path now filled the 
screen. 

They felt as they had done before, overpowered by feelings of love and 
beauty, and there was no trace left of the mysterious turbulence. 

There was no trace left of the mystery planet they had seen, either. 

Koenig looked searchingly at the screen. 

Perhaps thousands of miles in front of them, a dot appeared. It grew in 
size, misty and vague. 

Before Koenig could react to it, it had resolved itself into the figure of a 
tall, commanding humanoid, striding hundreds of miles with each step it 
took. 

It walked through space like Jesus Christ had walked on water, and the 
Alphans stared at it in utter disbelief. 

Music came again from the speakers. This time it was heavy and 
powerful, evocative of biblical scenes. It thundered out into the room 


overwhelming them with religious emotions of awe and worship. 

The figure was clearly visible now — a tremendously impressive man, 
like a Michelangelo Moses, dressed in a long flowing robe which billowed 
out behind it. 

‘Magnify!’ Koenig snapped out, struggling to keep a grip on himself. 

Yasko punched a button and the face of the figure filled the screen. 

It was saintly, bearded, noble, lined with wrinkles of great wisdom and 
age. 

A bronzed glow of health radiated off its skin, filling the Alphans with 
love and adoration for him. 

No-one said it. 

Not many thought about it consciously. 

But everyone felt that, in some way, they had encountered God. 


Koenig felt a mass of conflicting thoughts and feelings rise inside him, and 
he struggled to find the ones which he felt were truest. 

The figure in front of him looked real, but there was something about the 
manner of its arrival that did not convince him. It seemed too stage- 
managed and he was wary. 

“Yasko,’ he said off-handedly. 

Yasko stabbed a button and gave him a communication line. Koenig 
faced the screen squarely and spoke to the image on it. 

“Who are you?’ he asked toughly. 

The kindly, wise face broke into a benign smile. 

‘I am your Creator,’ it said with absolute conviction, though there was a 
trace of surprise put into its voice, as though to chastise the watching 
Alphans for having considered otherwise. 

‘I have come to pay you a visit,’ it said warmly. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


The air in the Command Centre began to surge once more with the 
powerful charge of the strange love energy. 

Objects in the room began to rattle, and the walls began to shake. 

Then, the Moses-like figure disappeared from the screen and began to 
shimmer into existence inside the Command Centre itself. 

Close to, the figure looked even more impressive — tall, commandingly 
awesome — and the Alphans stared at him wide-eyed. 

‘It’s all right,’ he said, beaming radiantly round the room. ‘You don’t 
have to bow down and adore me.’ 

There was nothing big-headed about the way he spoke; on the contrary, 
he sounded ironic. 

But Koenig didn’t trust him. He was determined not to be impressed. 

“That’s not our style,’ he said challengingly. 

Their visitor’s eyebrows raised in good humour. 

“You doubt my credentials,’ he commented. 

“You haven’t presented any,’ Koenig pointed out. 

The visitor nodded his head amiably. 

‘I don’t blame you. All those highly imaginative works of fiction you call 
religion have clouded your minds, filled you with false gods...’ 

He paused, expectantly. 

A drinking glass appeared in his hand. He put the vessel to his lips and 
drank the amber liquid. 

‘... However, I assure you that I am what you would call the genuine 
article.’ 

Koenig snorted, but he was not unfriendly. 

“You’re like a Renaissance painter’s idea of the original article, I’ll give 
you that.’ 

‘Artists have their insights,’ the figure said casually. ‘But let us discuss 
these matters in a civlized manner — over a meal.’ 

He waved his robed arm, and a long wooden table appeared magically in 
front of them. 


The table was adorned with a rich, gold tablecloth. On it was a mouth- 
watering selection of fruits, food dishes and goblets of wine. 

A gasp rose up from the Alphans. 

But Koenig kept up his attack. 

“That went out with Nero,’ he said levelly. 

‘With Messalina, as a matter of fact,’ the magician replied. ‘The trouble 
was, no-one could ever be quite sure whose goblet had the poison in it. But 
you’re right — it is somewhat old-fashioned.’ 

Nonchalantly, he waved his arm again. 

The table vanished, and in its place appeared a stunning, scantily-clad 
girl bearing a tray of glasses filled with a golden fluid. 

She reminded Koenig of a sales or PR lady at a promotion venue. 

Amidst wolf-whistles and cat-calls from the men, she began to move 
around the room smiling beguilingly and distributing her drinks. 

Koenig smiled also. 

‘Leave it!’ he commanded his men who had raised their glasses to their 
lips. 

Now, the god-like figure did seem a trifle reproachful. He sighed. 

“You earthlings have always been the most sceptical of my creations.’ 

‘It’s the way we’re made. You should know that.’ Koenig grinned at him. 

‘Sceptical, cynical... mean,’ the figure continued. ‘But then perhaps that’s 
why I have such a soft spot for you. Some of my species — they’re like 
tame rabbits.’ 

“Too bad,’ Koenig remarked. 

“They’d be down on their knees by now, or offering up a sacrificial goat,’ 
the other continued with his brand of satire. 

“We’re a bit low on sacrificial goats,’ Koenig told him. 

Now there was a cold glint of steel authority behind the paternal 
athusement in the figure’s eyes. 

‘However... one of the things that does seem to have impressed you in the 
past is force,’ he went on. 

He waved his arm again. 

A picture of the Moon Base launch pads appeared on the screen. Several 
of the Eagle ships were mounted on them. 

The figure pointed its finger at one of them. There was no sign of effort 
on his face. 


The Eagle ship began to buckle and crumple like a piece of tinfoil, until it 
was no more than a scrunched-up, twisted mass of metal. 

The warm, beautific feelings in the Command Centre chilled. 

‘All right! Whoever you are...” Koenig began hastily as he watched the 
figure point his arm at another of their ships. The figure stopped and turned 
to Koenig imperiously. ‘I told you who I am.’ 

“Whoever you are you have great power,’ Koenig said. ‘What do you 
want with us?’ 

The figure’s eyebrows raised themselves again. 

‘I want what I have always wanted since I first created you; to help you.’ 

‘How?’ Koenig asked. 

‘As I say, you’ve been a disappointment to me — all those wars, your 
wilful squandering of the resources of the planet I gave you, your pollution 
of it...’ 

Koenig looked at him hard. 

“You said you were going to help us.’ 

‘And so I am. I’m going to give you something I’ve never allowed to any 
other species.’ 

“What’s that?’ Koenig asked suspiciously. 

‘A second chance.’ 

“You’re going to return us to Earth?’ he asked cautiously. 

An excited murmur rippled around the Command Centre. Moses puffed 
up himself exaltedly. 

“To a New Earth, a new Eden, where you can begin again.’ He gestured 
nonchalantly to the Big Screen. 

An earth-like planet appeared, rich with green and blue coloration and 
whirls of white, streaky cloud. 

The Creator snapped his fingers, and they were shown a close-up view of 
the planet’s surface. 

A glade of earth-like trees, their leaves caught in the wind and flashed 
with silver, lined a clear blue mountain stream. The land was unspoilt and 
verdant with tall grasses and luxuriant flowers that burst out, sunning 
themselves. It brought intense yearning to everyone present. 

‘New Earth!’ their visitor exclaimed proudly. 

He scrutinized the faces in the room whilst they stared hungrily at the 
screen. 


Only Koenig and Maya seemed to be detached, and his shrewd eyes 
noticed the latter’s coolness with interest. 

She busied herself about her console equipment, scanning the planet to 
see if it were what it purported to be. 

‘Beautiful, is it not, Commander?’ he turned his attention back to 
Koenig. 

“We’ve learned to mistrust appearances,’ Koenig replied dryly. 

The Creator appeared not to have heard him. 

‘It’s only a quarter of old Earth’s size, but its air, water and vegetable life 
are identical,’ he went on. 

“What about the sun?’ Maya asked, looking up from her controls. 

‘It has a sun like old Earth’s, and in the same proportion to its size.’ 
Again his eyes assessed her with acute interest. Koenig distracted his 
attention. 

“Why didn’t we see the planet before?’ 

‘Because | didn’t wish it,’ their visitor replied. 

Helena’s lips traced a faint smile as she heard his words. ‘You are 
amused, doctor?’ he turned to her. 

“Your answer was so exactly what it should have been... if you are what 
you Say.’ 

He ignored her, and addressed the room instead. 

“The planet is ideally suited to humankind. Your wanderings are over.’ 

‘Humankind needs the feel of good earth under its feet before it knows its 
home,’ Verdeschi told him, coming round more quickly than the other 
Alphans from the nostalgic influence of the shady glade. 

The god-like man smiled. 

‘But I agree with you,’ he said, as though astounded that Verdeschi 
should have thought differently. ‘I’m not asking you to buy blindly. My 
suggestion is that a team of you should visit the planet’s surface to see for 
yourselves.’ 

Koenig looked sharply at Maya. 

‘My readings indicate that he’s telling the truth about the environment.’ 
Maya reported. “The planet could support us.’ 

“We could settle there?’ Koenig asked, trying hard now to hide his 
amazement. It looked like the alien had them beaten. 

‘Its data are identical to those I have about Earth,’ Maya informed. 


Koenig looked thoughtful. He turned to Helena for her opinion. 

“We owe it to ourselves and everyone else to send a team down,’ she 
said. 

He turned to Verdeschi. 

“Tony, you’re Number Two. Suppose you were Number One?’ he asked. 

‘I’d go and look,’ the Security Chief replied. 

Koenig smiled sardonically. He could think of no reason why they should 
not go. 

‘We’ ll send down a team,’ he told Moses. 

‘Excellent!’ their visitor exclaimed. ‘I suggest its composition should be 
as follows...’ 

“We don’t need your advice,’ Koenig tried to cut him off. But the other 
was either rude, or deaf or both. 

“Yourself, of course, as leader — because only you can take the 
decisions...’ 

“That’s right, I take the...” Koenig began again, irritatedly. Their visitor 
turned diplomatically to Maya. 

‘The lovely creature Maya must go — as Scientific Officer, naturally...’ 

‘Naturally,’ Koenig quipped. He felt at odds against the man’s smooth 
talking and the powerful authority he wielded over the Alphans. 

‘The equally enchanting Dr Russell — as Medical Officer...’ Moses 
turned to Helena and smiled charmingly at her. 

“You know how to pick them, don’t you.,.’ Koenig told him. 

‘...and Mr Verdeschi because, whether he knows it or not, he’s a farmer at 
heart like his family for centuries before him.’ 

Despite himself, Verdeschi felt flattered. 

Koenig looked frozenly at his would-be usurper. 

‘Have you finished?’ he asked. 

‘I have,’ the other replied. 

“Then let’s get something straight. I’m Commander of this base. If there 
are teams to be picked, I pick them.’ 

A hint of the steel authority crept back into their visitor’s voice once 
again. 

He did not exactly look threatening, but that was the impression Koenig 
received when he next spoke. 


‘I am Commander of a great deal more than this speck of dust,’ he said. 
‘That is the team. Either that, or none.’ 

Koenig drew in a deep breath, and he held it there. He looked at the 
members of his team in turn. 

They did not offer him their support. 

He turned back to Moses. 

“Very well,’ he said. ‘Alan, while we’re down there you’re in command 
here.’ 

“Yes, John,’ Carter said, embarrassed for Koenig’s sake. 

‘Splendid!’ Moses gave another exclamation. ‘I’ll transport you down to 
the planet immediately.’ 

‘No, you won’t,’ Koenig countered him, realizing that he could at least 
win back some of his integrity. ‘We’ll go in an Eagle. And that is a deal- 
breaker.’ 

Moses threw up his hands in mock despair. 

“Typically stubborn... commendably cautious. An Eagle it shall be,’ he 
said. 

And Koenig got the distinct impression that he had won that round only 
because their method of transportation to New Earth was immaterial to the 
self-styled Creator. And ‘self-styled’ was what Koenig still considered him 
to be, though it was going to be increasingly difficult to prove, as he had no 
idea yet how the man came to have such extraordinary powers. 


The glade seemed a thousand times more clear and wondrous to their 
physical senses than it had done to their minds when they had seen it over 
the screen. 

Verdeschi and Maya looked at one another with surprise as they waded 
knee-deep through the tall grass, carrying their packs and accompanied by 
their divine entrepreneur. New Earth was a far cry even from the planet of 
Luton, from where they had recently returned. 

“You had to have it your way,’ Koenig told Moses as they approached the 
glade itself. After they had boarded the Eagle ship, crew and starship had 
been beamed down lock stock and laser by the alien’s powers. But despite 
Koenig’s feelings, the fresh mountain air breezing against his face and the 
springy bounce of the mosses underfoot conspired to seduce him. 


‘That is one of my privileges,’ Moses replied. 

Koenig flicked on his commlock. 

“Yasko? John Koenig here...’ 

But the monitor was dead. Koenig looked at the biblical man 
suspiciously. 

‘Perhaps the transportation has interfered. It will come back in due 
course,’ the other replied with a seeming innocence of intent that Koenig 
found cunning. 

‘Mmmm!’ Helena allowed herself to experience the air and the scents as 
if she would never in her life be allowed to experience them again. 

‘The air is totally without pollution!’ Maya exclaimed, detached yet 
appreciative. 

Reluctantly, Helena consulted her instruments. 

“There appear to be no harmful bacteria,’ she said. 

Verdeschi bent down and picked up a handful of the soil. ‘You could 
plant grain and grow lasagne here,’ he called excitedly. ‘It’s California — a 
hundred and fifty years ago!’ 

Helena turned to their forceful host. ‘D’you know, you’re quite right,’ 
she said happily. ‘It’s just like home...’ 

She stopped, surprised to note a sudden change that had taken place in 
his manner. 

His showmanship had gone, at least for the time being. Now he seemed 
almost humble towards them. 

He had been eagerly observing their reactions, like a proud father, and he 
seemed genuinely anxious that she had expressed a favourable opinion. 

“You do like it?’ he asked. 

But Koenig interrupted, a cautionary note still in his voice. “The planet 
seems to be compatible,’ he remarked. ‘What about wild life?’ 

Moses looked briefly evasive, but he sounded convincing when he 
replied. 

“There are some wild cattle and boar and horses — enough to start 
breeding from.’ 

‘Water?’ Koenig asked. 

“You saw the stream! Water is pure and plentiful. Fruit grows wild all 
over the planet. It’s the Garden of Eden Mark II. You will be very happy 
here.’ 


‘Could be,’ Koenig mulled. He was still suspicious of the man’s flashy 
mannerisms. They seemed too showy. ‘I want a task force down here first.’ 

The Creator was on his guard once again. 

“What for?’ he asked. 

‘I’m going to make a feasibility study of this whole planet before I make 
any decision about new Gardens of Eden.’ 

‘Nobody else will be coming down,’ Moses told him sharply. 

‘What?’ Koenig asked him aggressively. 

“The decision has already been made. You are my new Adams, my new 
Eves.’ 

Koenig stared at him as though he were staring at a madman, which was 
what he suspected him of being. Clever, but mad. Like Mentor. Like all the 
others it seemed to be their ill-fortune to meet on their unwilling travels 
around the Universe. And this time he felt doubly frustrated because he 
seemed to be fighting the battle largely on his own. 

Angrily he flicked the switch on his commlock again. ‘Koenig to Alpha, 
Koenig to Alpha,’ he spoke forcefully. ‘Come in.’ 

There was still no reply. 

“There’s really no point, you know,’ Moses told him benevolently. 

“We’re great triers, we primitives,’ Koenig replied scathingly. ‘Koenig to 
Alpha.’ 

Their new captor shook his head sadly. He pointed his robed arm at the 
sky. 

‘Up there is your past.’ He lowered his arm. ‘Down here is your future.’ 

“We choose our own future,’ Koenig snapped, though now he realized he 
must be sounding desperate. Angry as much with himself as Moses he 
turned back to his commlock. 

‘I am your Lord and Creator,’ the robed figure said reassuringly. ‘You 
must put your trust in me.’ 

The other Alphans had stopped immersing themselves in_ their 
surroundings, and now seemed to be coming round from the spell that had 
been cast on them. 

“There are people up there who need us!’ Helena told him in a shocked 
voice. 

But their Lord and Creator was undeterred. 


‘I will provide for them. They shall not want,’ he assured her with great 
sincerity and depth. 

‘And the Moon... what about that?’ Verdeschi asked, alarmed. 

“The Moon will continue to orbit around New Earth, for a time, anyway. 
Then I shall send it on its way.’ 

‘But its our home!’ Maya exclaimed, horrified. 

‘This is your home now,’ their Creator replied insistently. “You will live 
and love here and from you will spring the new human species — 
humanity’s second chance!’ 

He sounded misguided, another raving idealist or perfectionist, Koenig 
thought grimly. The Universe was full of them. 

‘Koenig to Alpha. Come in.’ 

But only the forlorn crackling of space dust and static sounded over the 
commlock’s jammed wavelength. 

His face tightened grimly as he realized what he would have to try to do. 
He withdrew his laser. 

‘Now look — whoever or whatever you are...’ he said, pointing the gun 
at their captor, though as he pointed it he knew that he would never get to 
fire it. 

Moses acted quickly, and without effort. 

“You know who I am... and please don’t diminish my respect for you,’ he 
said authoritatively. 

Koenig’s jaw tightened with suppressed rage as the laser disappeared 
from his hand and reappeared in their opponent’s hand several yards away. 

He watched helplessly as their so-called Creator turned the laser barrel 
against himself... once more to demonstrate his super powers. To 
demonstrate that he was indeed God. 

His form radiated with a brilliant white power, blinding them with its 
intensity. 

Then he turned it off; and the radiance slowly subsided. 

He returned the laser courteously to Koenig by the same method of 
transportation that he had used when he had acquired it. 

“You are blessed amongst men,’ he said as they looked at one another 
with fear and amazement in their eyes. ‘For you this is the first Day of 
Creation.’ 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


They had moved to a small idyllic clearing in the midst of the sapling trees, 
on the lush banks of the splashing stream they had seen from Command 
Centre. 

Outcrops of rock and dense bushes sheltered them from the breeze. 

The grass was profusely dotted with clumps of bright-yellow hawkbits 
and creamy-white yarrows, and they had an irresistible urge to lie down in it 
and face the warm, beating sun and the pale blue sky. 

It was like a late summer’s day tucked away in some hilly English 
location. 

‘I’ve got the whole thing planned carefully,’ Moses continued, fully 
aware of the emotional blackmail he was subjecting them to. ‘I’ve been 
monitoring you for quite a time.’ 

‘I trust we proved interesting subjects,’ Koenig remarked acidly. 

“Yes, you did! I’ve worked out the pair-bonding in great detail.’ 

Verdeschi threw a quick, ironic glance around him. 

‘Pair-bonding?’ he asked. 

“Yes, it’s very important to establish the right mix of genes,’ Moses 
informed them. 

“You plan a little genetic engineering,’ Helena grated rather than asked. 

Moses’ old but ageless face beamed at her. 

‘Precisely! And to that end I’ve decided that you, Helena, shall be Tony’s 
mate and you, Maya, shall be the Commander’s.’ 

The Alphans exchanged silent glances. The arrangement was almost 
comic, had it not been for the gravity of the situation. 

There was a long pause. 

“You’ve decided?’ Helena asked. There was a humouring tone in her 
voice, concealing her indignation. 

‘T have,’ he informed her. 

‘I would have thought it quite important to have consulted us first,’ she 
told him pointedly. ‘It’s not only bad manners, it’s bad psychology.’ 

‘It is also bad biology!’ Maya retorted. ‘We may not even be compatible.’ 


‘I’ve been into it all very carefully,’ their captor repeated himself blithely. 
“You are all compatible.’ 

He turned to Maya. 

“You and the Commander will be a fascinating interplanetary mix — 
Psychon and Earth! Your iron intellect, my dear — typical of your species 
— interbred with the Commander’s iron will, so typical of his.’ 

Koenig did not think so. He and Maya looked at one another 
incredulously, and he wondered how the alien was going to bring it off. 

‘It’s those very qualities which may get in your way,’ Maya told their 
Creator. 

“Your monitoring isn’t as good as you think, either,’ Koenig said. ‘Maya 
is very beautiful, but...’ 

“But left to yourself, you would choose Helena. I’m well aware of that, 
but it’s not the mixture I want. I’m afraid I can’t sanction it.’ 

‘I wasn’t asking your blessing,’ Koenig remarked sardonically. He felt as 
though he were in an absurd surreal situation, but like a dream he was 
unable to do anything about it. ‘We make our own choices,’ he added. 

“Much less often than you think,’ Moses replied deftly. He turned to 
Helena. ‘As for you, my dear, your natural aristocracy allied to Mr 
Verdeschi here — a man rooted in the earth and the rocks...” He paused and 
turned to face them all. ‘...your offspring will be remarkable.’ 

Helena shook her head, mouth open to speak, but she could not. 

“There’s just one little thing you’ve overlooked,’ Koenig spoke for her. 

The rudiments of a frown crossed their Creator’s sun-beaten features. 

“What have I overlooked?’ he said. 

“We’re not rabbits. There’s something called love,’ Helena protested. 

“You don’t need to explain love to me,’ he laughed patronizingly. ‘I 
invented it! You’ll see.’ His tone became business-like. ‘Now then, there is 
only one rule. You are on no account whatsoever to leave this glade for a 
moment.’ 

‘What?’ Koenig started angrily. “‘Why’s that?’ 

‘Because I say so,’ Moses replied imperiously. 

He pointed to a line of white rocks that had been placed in a semi-circle 
around the glade, meeting with the river. “The boundary is easily defined.’ 

He shrugged expansively. 


“Besides, there will be no necessity — you have everything you need to 
sustain you here.’ 

A large whicker hamper appeared magically in front of them, filled with 
food and drink. 

Through the anger Koenig once again observed the brashness of their 
supposed creator. A hamper. The New Eden was unlike the genuine article 
in so many ways. It seemed artificial, plastic... as did the whole of this 
man’s suspect style. Yet he still could not fault his very real powers. 

‘I demand you restore our communications with Alpha!’ he stormed. 

‘I do not wish it,’ Moses stated flatly. 

‘But we do wish it!’ Koenig shouted. 

‘My regrets,’ the other said. ‘And now... I must go. It is getting dark and 
you must get your sleep.’ He chuckled mysteriously. 

They had argued most of the afternoon. 

Now the glade was dim, and its colours were fading, although the air still 
felt pure and bracing. 

The sky was still perfectly clear, and stars were beginning to appear, just 
like they had on Earth. 

The sun had sunk below the horizon and a slight chill had formed in the 
air, just like it would have done in the English location that the glade was 
comparable with. 

Moses stood thoughtfully before them a moment longer. 

‘It’ ll be nice to have a moon,’ he said reflectively, almost to himself. ‘We 
haven’t had one before. You’|l feel quite at home.’ 

His form vanished, but then it reappeared again in another part of the 
glade. Once more he appeared inwardly amused by something. 

‘Oh, by the way, you’ll find that the Moon’s light has all the magical 
romantic properties associated with it on old Earth.’ 

He vanished again. This time they were left on their own, and they 
looked around them nervously. 

By the fading light of dusk they could still make out the solid, reassuring 
shape of the Eagle Ship through the trees, its white top tipped with the red 
of the fallen sun. 

Koenig gestured to them and they began walking diffidently towards it. 

But they had not taken more than a few paces when they saw that it too 
was gradually fading out of existence. 


Koenig stared bitterly through the gloom at the spot where the Eagle had 
stood. 

“We couldn’t really expect him to miss that trick,’ he said. Maya looked 
thoughtful. 

‘Atomic dispersal — very interesting,’ she mused. 

‘I’m glad you think so,’ Verdeschi said to her absently. He was more 
concerned about their loss than how it had been accomplished. 

“The ship’s still there,” Maya explained. ‘But some power he’s exerting is 
keeping its particles dispersed — like a powder dissolved in a liquid.’ 

Verdeschi looked impressed. He frowned. ’You don’t think he could 
really be what he says he is...? I mean... God?’ 

Maya laughed. 

“They are simply names your species has given to an all-powerful being 
they believe exists, but whom they can’t understand.’ 

‘So he could be God?’ Verdeschi asked. 

‘If he’d come down to Earth a few years back a lot of people would have 
said so,’ Koenig commented. He looked more thoughtful, but he was still 
basically unimpressed. 

Their eyes strayed to the hamper of food half-buried in grass at the edge 
of the dark clearing. It was another sign of permanence in the new world 
they had been brought to, and they moved towards it. 

‘It’s not poisonous,’ Maya informed them, scanning it with an instrument 
from her pack. 

She undid the straps and opened the creaking lid. 

It was packed to the brim with provisions — packets of food, fruit, 
plates, bottles and glasses. A mouth-watering sight. 

Verdeschi bent down and poured drinks for himself and Maya. 

He offered her one, and with mock courtesy she reached out her hand to 
accept it. 

Their hands missed one another. 

Puzzled, they tried again — he to hand her the glass, she to accept it. 

Their hands made the appropriate motions, but once again they were 
deflected. 

Like two magnetic poles of identical charge, they slipped aside, unable to 
touch. 


‘Do that again,’ Verdeschi said to her, disbelievingly. They did it again, 
with the same results. 

“What the...’ he began. 

He threw down his glass and reached out his arms towards Maya. He 
tried to grab her, but before he could make contact with her, she was pushed 
away by the force of his forward motion. 

Alarmed, Koenig reached out for Helena, but he too seemed unable to 
touch her — or she him. 

He reached out and touched Verdeschi. There was no problem. He 
touched Maya. No problem there, either. Verdeschi touched Helena. 

No problem. 

The words Moses had spoken to them before he had departed, returned. 
They hadn’t really taken them too seriously. Now they held a new and 
sinister ring, and they looked at one another, angry and astounded. 

“Very ingenious,’ Maya was the first to speak. ‘Magnetic field cocoons, 
positive and negative.’ 

‘He’s paired us off...’ Koenig spluttered. 

Enraged he threw back his head and yelled at the sky. ‘It won’t work! Do 
you hear me?’ 

His voice echoed through the night. 

It was a lonely, desperate little voice. 

It sounded like the voice of a primitive man standing at his cave entrance 
in the primeval landscapes of Earth at the dawn of time. 

The night had grown chill, and abruptly they felt the weakness and 
vulnerability of their kind faced with such odds. 

“We’d better get a fire going,’ Verdeschi said. 

They began gathering fuel from the edges of the glade where the trees 
had dropped their twigs and branches. The white marker stones marked off 
a small section of the woodland in their boundary, and Koenig and 
Verdeschi dragged out some large logs. 

Soon they had a roaring fire crackling and blazing in front of them, and 
they huddled round it for warmth. Helena and Koenig sat together, as did 
Verdeschi and Maya. 

They got more food out of the hamper and ate their supper, whilst they 
discussed their position. 


But is they talked, the bright white orb of the Moon appeared on the 
horizon behind the trees, filling the glade with its cold, silvery rays. 

As Moses had said, it was indeed to be a romantic occasion, for no 
sooner had it risen than a soft, paradisical string orchestra began to play 
somewhere in the night. 

They peered round them through the darkness in amazement, but they 
could see nothing. 

The music seemed to have no corporate source. It emanated from the air, 
washing over the senses, lulling them into a kind of pleasant stupor. 

‘Here we go. The Love Beam again,’ Verdeschi commented ironically. 
‘It’s that little old matchmaker in the sky.’ 

‘He’s been seeing too many old holograms,’ Koenig remarked. 

“Yes...’ Maya agreed, her voice scarcely audible. 

Koenig looked at her strangely. 

She was gazing straight at him through the flames, her eyes following his 
every movement, her senses agreeing with everything he said. 

Her fine Psychon features looked softer, more radiant, more beautiful 
than he had ever noticed them to be in the past. 

Her eyes were deep, and appealing, and held a thousand wondrous 
secrets. 

Koenig stared rapturously at her, as though in a trance. ‘What?’ he asked 
dreamily. 

‘I said “yes”...” Maya intoned faintly again in her soft, purring voice. 

Koenig shook himself out of the trance. 

“We’d better get this fire stoked,’ he said abruptly. He rose to find more 
wood. Maya followed him. 

Verdeschi and Helena stayed behind, caught in the same rapture. Helena 
looked starry-eyed, but Verdeschi tried hard to remain detached. 

‘I wonder who does his arrangements?’ he joked. 

“Yes, I wonder...’ Helena repeated softly, her eyes adoring him. She 
looked infinitely desirable, and Verdeschi felt himself responding in no 
uncertain way. 

He moved round the fire towards her and... hesitantly drew her towards 
him. 

Their faces hung apart vibrantly so that each could appreciate the other to 
the full. Their eyes roved wondrously over every crease, every pore, every 


hair follicle. 

Then their lips crushed madly together, and they clasped one another 
tightly. They fell back on the grass in a desperate abandonment of their 
inhibitions. 

Oblivious of their love-making, Maya and Koenig tramped about 
amongst the thin trunks of the silver birches looking for wood. 

They were both acutely conscious of one another’s bodies, and ached for 
contact. But Koenig talked instead, hoping that this would act-as a damper 
to the aphrodisiacal effects of the music. 

“That was very interesting... your theory that God is just a name we give 
to to... er... to God.’ 

‘Comparative Universal Theology you Earthlings used to call it,’ Maya 
replied in a voice soft with a thousand invitations and suggestions. 

Koenig sweated. 

‘The interesting thing is that we could finally find out God,’ Maya 
continued rapturously. “The creator of the Universe. And we found that he 
had a God, who created a bigger one.’ 

He couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not. 

In the dark, their hands reached out for the same piece of wood — and 
touched. 

Hungry for contact with one another, the hands clasped together. 

Koenig breathed in sharply. 

‘I don’t give a damn about Comparative Universal Theology actually,’ he 
admitted to her, hotly. 

They stood up. 

She responded to his passionate declaration, her lips parted. She looked 
wildly desirable. 

Koenig reached out his arms and took hold of her passionately. 

They kissed savagely, feeling the glorious release from strain and tension 
melt away. 

They held the heavenly embrace for as long as they could, parting 
breathlessly for air. 

“We know we’re being manipulated,’ Koenig gasped. 

“Yes, yes we do,’ Maya panted. ‘It’s just simply brain-washing...’ 

‘It doesn’t mean a thing,’ he said. 


‘No, no it doesn’t,’ she moaned, her eyes closed and waiting for him to 
kiss her again. 

She began to draw his head down towards hers. 

But a sudden, blood-curdling howl sounded on the night air. The animal 
scream came again, from somewhere deeper in the woodland. 

They parted, abject terror driving them from the trees towards the fire 
glow. 

They were met in the clearing by a nervous Helena and Verdeschi. 

“What the hell was that?’ the Security Chief asked, his eyes wide with 
fear. 

‘It came from over there,’ Koenig pointed back towards the trees. 

The howl came again, louder and more blood-chilling. This time it was 
followed by a savage grunting sound. 

‘It’s too close to our camp — we’ll have to see what it is,” Koenig said. 

They withdrew their lasers and moved cautiously forward through the 
gloomy trees crossing the white marker stones. 

The trees gradually thinned out, and ahead of them they saw another 
glade lit by the moonlight. 

Beyond the clearing, the valley side rose steeply upward and in its rocky, 
grass-covered slope they saw a dark cave mouth. In front of the gaping cave 
two bizarre figures strutted about grappling with one another. 

One of the figures was large and ape-like, with bulging burning eyes and 
a ferocious black crest on its head. 

Its opponent was a small, semi-humanoid crocodile-like creature with 
wide, slavering jaws and short hind legs. 

The smaller creature was gashed and bitten in numerous places. Its scales 
glistened with its own blood, but it fought bravely, snapping at the ape 
creature’s legs causing it to howl and growl with pain and rage. 

The larger creature had the upper hand though, and the Alphans watched 
tensely as its sharp claws, bearhugs and powerful fore-arm smashes 
gradually slashed and battered the smaller creature into an ungainly death. 

As though sensing the watching Alphans the ape creature now stumbled 
round and spied Koenig. 

It launched itself at him with a demented howl. 

Koenig braced himself and fired his laser. 


The thin beam caught the creature in its chest, and with a shriek of 
anguish its body began to erupt in a smoking, crackling mass of burning 
white flames. 

Koenig turned the gun off, sickened by the sight and the smell of the 
charred shape that now lay on the ground. 

He walked warily forward towards the cave mouth, flanked by the other 
Alphans. 

“These tracks...’ He stopped, arrested by the sight of the semi-humanoid’s 
footprints in the earth. There were many of them mixed with the spore of 
other animals, and they led towards the cave. 

But he never finished what he started to say, for a sudden deafening crash 
of thunder sounded from the sky. 

It was followed by a brilliant flash of lightning that zigzagged down, 
striking the top of a buried rock not far away from them. 

In the fading rumble of the thunder, they heard the deep, swelling, vibrant 
voice of their Creator. It pulsated brokenly out of the sky, shocking them 
with its intensity. 

“You were forbidden!’ it roared. ‘Why do you disobey!’ 

They looked up at the sky, and shied fearfully away from what they saw. 

Their Creator’s image had materialized. He looked thin and vaporous and 
swirled amorphously, but his wrathful features were unmistakable. 

‘Go back!’ his face roared at them. 

His giant robed arms waved them back. 

‘Go back! Go back!’ 

Embittered and humiliated, they did as they were bid, moving slowly 
backward through the trees towards their unwilling enslavement. 


A weak and watery dawn broke over their huddled forms. 

The air was still chill, and the fire had long since run out of fuel. 

They woke cramped and stiff, aware that they were being watched. 

The tall figure of their Creator towered silently by their side, arms 
crossed, his long robe touching the ground, his long silver tresses flowing 
divinely on to his shoulders. 

“What is it about the human species that makes it so perverse?’ he asked 
in a chiding tone. 


Koenig and Verdeschi scrambled to their feet. 

“That was quite a show you put on last night,’ Koenig told him. “What 
was it you didn’t want us to see?’ 

‘I forbade you to go outside this glade because I knew the dangers that 
were beyond it,’ the other replied. ‘I didn’t want you destroyed before we’d 
even begun.’ 

“What do you call the dangers?’ Verdeschi asked. ‘The ape, or the other 
thing?’ 

Moses shook his head sadly. 

‘Throughout the whole of its history your species has been notable for 
two things — asking interminable questions and injuring itself.’ 

“You haven’t answered,’ Koenig reminded him. 

Moses sighed. 

“You were homeless — I’ve given you a home; you were hopeless — 
I’ve given you hope.’ 

“We were never without hope...’ Koenig corrected. 

“What more could you possibly want?’ their Creator asked. 

‘Free will,’ Koenig replied instantly. 

The figure snorted. 

‘Free will! It’s a will-o-the-wisp. It exists nowhere in the Universe.’ 

‘I don’t believe that,’ Koenig said smoothly. ‘We had it until you took it 
away from us.’ 

Moses puffed himself up again, his wrath getting the better of him. 

“Your idea of free will is the right to say no,’ he boomed. 

Koenig remained cool. 

‘Can you think of a better definition?’ he asked. 

Moses looked irritated. 

‘It’s not my problem,’ he snapped. 

‘Free will is also the right to walk out of this glade without you behaving 
like something out of the Book of Job,’ Koenig continued, making his 
point. 

Moses paused and looked strangely at him. For a moment he looked as 
though he were off his guard. 

‘It’s the right to try,’ he said. 

Koenig started. 

He eyed the white marker rocks, then Moses, then the rocks again. 


Very deliberately he set out towards the rocks. 

He made as though to step over them, but he never got his boot as far as 
the first rock. 

A massive blast of energy accompanied by a searing flash of light flung 
him forcibly back into the centre of the clearing. It was a forcefield with a 
particularly nasty high energy composition. 

He cried out in agony. 

The Alphans ran to him and helped him to his feet. He looked white and 
shaken, and hopping mad. 

He shook them off him. 

‘I’m all right — we’ve met forcefields before,’ he said. He turned to 
Moses and snarled at him. ‘Congratulations, you big physicist!’ 

Maya looked angrily at the nonchalant super lord. 

“What is it you don’t want us to see out there?’ she asked him. 

“We already know there are other beings in this planet,’ Helena rejoined. 

‘And sooner or later we’re going to get close to them,’ Verdeschi added 
through gritted teeth. 

But Moses looked undeterred by their threats. 

“The ban is to protect you,’ he repeated simply. 

Koenig waved arrogantly in the direction of the cave. 

‘Last night — did it look as if we needed your protection?’ he asked 
sarcastically. 

Once again Moses seemed goaded by Koenig’s word, but he kept his 
wrath down. He spoke forcibly and, it seemed, with greater respect. 

‘Commander Koenig, I am aware that to erect any kind of barrier in front 
of the human species is immediately to challenge them to cross it. However, 
this is one barrier that you will not cross.’ 

“You can’t keep a forcefield up indefinitely,’ Koenig countered. 

‘Indeed I can,’ Moses replied angrily. ‘I can ill afford the energy for it, 
but if you insist on behaving like children you must be treated as children.’ 

He turned abruptly, almost catching Maya with her scanning device 
pointing at him, but she managed to conceal it hurriedly from his view. 

‘But let us not quarrel,’ he said in a more lordly mood. 

He waved his arm, and a tray containing glasses and a jug of golden 
nectar appeared at their feet. 


‘Please — enjoy yourselves!’ he smiled affably. ‘What was it they used 
to say on Earth years ago? “Make love not war’’?’ 

He disappeared again with theatrical effect, and they were left to their 
own devices once more. 

Koenig turned to the others, seething. 

‘We’ ve got to get out of this zoo,’ he said. 

Helena looked worried. 

‘Even if we could break the forcefield, anything we try he’ll know about 
like last night.’ 

“How did he know?’ Verdeschi asked grimly. 

‘By ESP?’ Helena hazarded a guess, but Maya interrupted her. 

‘No, I don’t think so. I scanned him just now.’ She looked puzzled. 
“There’s some kind of power source in his body.’ 

“You mean an organic source?’ Helena asked. 

‘No, it’s an implant. It’s fantastically potent and I can’t tell how it works, 
but its mechanical.’ 

Koenig looked enthusiastically at her. 

‘Mechanical?’ he asked. 

‘It’s a device,’ Maya replied. ‘It means his powers are physical, not 
psychic.’ 

“That fits,” Verdeschi commented. ‘What did he say? He could “ill afford 
the energy”.’ 

Koenig was thoughtful. 

‘His powers are beyond our imagination,’ he said. ‘But they can’t be 
limitless and he’s got a lot to do with them.’ 

‘Like what?’ Verdeschi asked. 

‘Like holding this planet stable for one thing...’ 

He looked questioningly up at the sky. 

It was now a brilliant blue, and the sun had risen above the horizon, 
sending out warmth and vitality. The pale orb of the Moon was also still 
visible, as it sometimes was on Earth. 

“The Moon is much bigger in relation to this planet than it was to Earth,’ 
Helena observed. ‘And very much closer.’ 

Koenig clicked his fingers. 

‘Of course. The gravitational pull!’ 


‘Moses must be countering it, or this planet would break up under the 
strain,” Maya commented. 

‘And he must be doing something to stop anyone getting down to us from 
Alpha,’ Verdeschi went on. 

‘He’s got his hands full,’ Koenig said. ‘If we could only get out and 
follow those tracks — the ones outside the cave. We need allies — maybe 
the thing that was fighting the ape has friends.’ 

He looked at the forcefield, an idea crossing his face. 

He stooped down and picked up a stone. He threw it at the forcefield. 
There was a blinding, splitting crack of light, and the stone was flung back 
at them. 

He threw another, this time higher. 

The stone sailed unimpeded over the forbidden boundary. Koenig smiled 
triumphantly. He turned to Maya. 

‘A bird could do it,’ he said to her. 

She sighed, and smiled back. 

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Here we go again. Back to the falcon — for its 
eyesight!’ 

A pillar of light enveloped her, and she transformed herself into a falcon. 

The bird took off gracefully into the air, and it flew safely over the top of 
the forcefield across the wakening woodland. 


Alone on a distant part of the mountainside, the robed, cryptic Creator 
stood. 

He was shaking with exhaustion, and sweat was streaming from his face. 

The love and radiance had gone from him. 

Weakly, he turned his wizened frame towards the rising sun. He raised 
his arms high as though in worship, and drank in its healing rays. 

Gradually, he began to feel better, and he realized shakily that this time 
he had only just managed to last out. 

If the humans didn’t tax him so much; if they would only behave 
themselves; if they would only understand... 

But he knew it was useless to wish. They were what they were, and he 
had expected trouble from them from the start. 


But these days, with his ailing powers and with the disorderly state of the 
Universe, he couldn’t afford to be particular. He had to take what came 
along. 

The sun beat warmly on him, and he sighed with relief. Now he felt 
much better — he felt, and looked, all-powerful again. 

He would have to accomplish as much as he could with his new lease of 
energy. 

Exaltedly he began to walk around the land he had created — touching 
the brilliant petals of the flowers that hummed with early insects, and the 
wondrous hanging branches of leaves that nodded and rustled in the spring 
breeze. 

A flutter of wings sounded overhead, and he looked up shielding his eyes 
from the sun. 

He reached out his arm to the pure white bird, but frowned as it alighted 
tamely on his hand. 

‘A peregrine...’ he said reflectively. ‘I thought you were all extinct 
here...’ 

He stroked it affectionately. 

The falcon stared at him beadily, blinking its delicate pink eyelids. 

The Creator shook his head in apparent wonder, as he launched the bird 
back into the air. 

“The more I learn, the less I know...’ he said benignly. 

He set off once more on his journey of inspection, his attention already 
taken by the many other beautiful things of his creation. 


“You mean he caught you and let you go?’ Verdeschi asked Maya in 
amazement when she returmed. 

Maya nodded. ‘Which proves he’s a superman but not supernatural.’ 

‘What about the tracks?’ Koenig asked her urgently. ‘Did you find 
anything?’ 

‘I found the same ones — but inside this glade as well,’ she reported 
proudly. 

“Where?’ 

Maya pointed towards a dense thicket of bushes just inside the forcefield 
boundary. 


‘There. They come out from the other side of that. They’re very clear 
from the air.’ 

Briskly, Koenig ran forward and began searching amongst the bushes. 
The others joined him, and it did not take them long to uncover a sizeable 
outcrop of rock buried in the foliage. 

They dragged back branches and dead organic matter and found what 
looked like a narrow opening in the rock face. 

But they saw bitterly that it was impassable. 

It had been jammed tight with large boulders and huge logs of wood. 

They watched helplessly for a while, then Koenig withdrew his laser and 
he nodded to the others to do the same. 

They aimed their guns at the rocks and at a signal from Koenig they fired 
simultaneously. 

The beams of concentrated light energy struck the blockage. The logs of 
wood began to smoulder. Then with a roar of shooting flame and billows of 
grey woodsmoke they converted to a white ash. 

There was a rumble as the boulders fell in a dusty heap to the floor. 

After the smoke had cleared they ran forward, and one at a time they 
crawled over the boulders and through the narrow fissure into the blackness 
beyond. 

They moved in pitch blackness down a small passageway that led steeply 
downhill below the forcefield wall. 

As they grew accustomed to the dark they noticed that the rocky walls 
gave off a natural, bluish phospherescence by which they were able to see 
their way. 

The tunnel widened and became taller, then branched into four separate 
directions. 

“Which way now?’ Verdeschi asked, confused. 

‘Quiet,’ Koenig warned. 

They listened. In the silence they could hear furtive, sinister shuffling and 
scurrying sounds coming towards them from one of the openings. 

A high-pitched squeaking noise told them that something was advancing 
towards them — and fast. 

They drew out their lasers and pressed themselves instinctively against 
the rock face, trying to cover all four of the subterranean openings at once. 

The noise reached a peak and then stopped. 


They had the uncomfortable feeling that they were being surveyed. 

The scurrying noise started again, and Koenig whipped his head round to 
Tunnel One. 

In the dimness he could make out a giant, rough-backed insect creature. 
It occupied most of the tunnel and had to force itself out at them, its waving 
antennae feeling blindly in front of it. 

Unerringly it ran at them and when it had fully emerged they saw to their 
disgust and horror that it was a wood louse. 

Its dull back was segmented, and below its armour hundreds of pale, 
jointed legs moved. 

A strong smell of decay wafted from it. 

Sickened, Koenig pressed the button of his laser and watched with even 
greater loathing and repulsion as the oversized creature sizzled and crackled 
in a mass of flame and stinking vapours. 

Its charred remains blocked their way and they walked distastefully 
through it, its upturned legs shivering into carbon at their touch. 

Koenig led the way through the cold blue lighting, up the second tunnel. 

A sharp bend lay ahead of them, and another sudden sound made them 
stop. 

It was a single, low grunt. 

Koenig negotiated the corner cautiously. 

A dark cavern lay ahead of them, more dimly illuminated by the 
phospherescence than the passageway. 

The unexpectedness of it caught him off-guard. 

A shape, which had been standing in a niche in the wall leapt out at him, 
grunting like an enraged boar. 

Koenig felt strong claw-like hands grasp his arms, and a foetid, rasping 
breath on his face. 

He fought determinedly back, but the creature was too strong and 
vicious. 

It had long, slavering jaws and he dimly recognized the species of 
crocodile creature they had seen fighting the great crested ape. 

They rolled over on the floor, watched by the horrified Alphans. But no- 
one dared shoot for fear of injuring the Commander. 

But at last, Koenig and the creature rose. 

Koenig was standing with his laser gun pressed in its back. 


They could see bright, intelligent eyes staring out at them in 
bewilderment and fear. But there was also a trace of manic joy in them. 

‘Please! Shoot!’ it cried out in a coarse but articulate voice. It cringed, 
ready to receive the blast. 

“What?’ Koenig asked, taken aback. 

“You would be doing what I desire,’ the creature replied, its long jaws 
opening and closing as it spoke. It still cringed. 

Koenig recovered his senses and powered his gun. 

‘I’m not shooting you,’ he said. 

The creature stood upright again and looked balefully at him. 

Koenig scratched his head. 

“Why did you attack us?’ he asked. 

‘So that you might kill us. That’s why we sometimes fight the apes.’ The 
creature pointed upward through the roof of the cavern with a scaly arm. 
‘He won’t let us die.’ 

“Who is he?’ Koenig asked. 

‘His name is Magus,’ the semi-humanoid replied. ‘He is a super-being, 
the last of a race of cosmic magicians.’ 

‘Magicians!’ Helena exclaimed. It was the last thing she had expected to 
hear. 

The humanoid looked unperturbed. 

“They learned the ultimate secret of physics. They were able to perform 
miracles...’ it told them. 

Verdeschi leaned forward earnestly. 

“You said he was the last of them,’ he prompted. 

“They over-reached themselves,’ the humanoid replied. “They challenged 
a mysterious being who was even stronger than they were. He destroyed 
them. Magus escaped because he was elsewhere in the Universe. He has 
always been a great traveller.’ 

“What does he want?’ Koenig asked. 

The creature paused, and there was what sounded like bitter sarcasm in 
its voice as it replied. 

‘He wants the secret of creation — to be able to create life. Then he 
believes he can face up to the mysterious enemy who destroyed his species 
and who has this secret.’ 


Koenig looked intently at its unfortunate combination of lizard and 
human characteristics. 

“Where do you and the others fit in?’ he asked it. 

“We are the hybrids who have resulted from Magus’s attempts to discover 
the secret.’ 

‘How is that?’ Helena asked, a sympathetic look now appearing on her 
face as she listened to its tale of woe. 

“We’re the children of other species he has trapped and brought to this 
planet — the result of his genetic probing into our earliest fertilized cells.’ 
The creature sounded anguished, turning on the works for Helena’s benefit. 
‘He won’t even let us die. He still thinks he may learn something from our 
mutilated genes. Down here is the only place we can get away from him. 
He’|l never come down here.’ 

“What’s the source of his power?’ Verdeschi asked the creature gently. 

‘I don’t know,’ it confessed. 

They were silent for a while, unnerved and horrified by Magus’s 
grotesque and bumbling attempts at creation. 

‘Can you lead us out of here, to the cave where the apes are?’ Koenig 
asked it. 

Unwillingly, the humanoid nodded. 

It turned and began to trot through the cavern. 

As they went they noticed the ghastly shapes of many other hybrids 
moving about in the shadows and heard the moans and shrieks of the 
perpetual torment they had been cast into. 

But they were not attacked by them, and soon they saw daylight coming 
from a yellowish disc of light ahead of them. 

It was the cave mouth. As they moved towards it through the darkness it 
grew brighter and larger, its yellow hue disappearing. Soon they were 
standing in broad daylight again. 

And standing in the centre of the clearing, waiting for them was the tall, 
terrifyingly angry form of the magician. 

His voice cracked like a clap of thunder. 

‘Deceitful pygmies!’ he roared at them. 

They turned to flee, but he raised his arm and pointed it at Verdeschi. 

From his forefinger a bolt of lightning-like energy sprang and struck the 
Security Chief in the back. 


He staggered to the ground in agony. 

Maya screamed out and ran towards him, but it was no use. Verdeschi 
convulsed and lay still. 

The cat woman from Psychon screamed again, and now she turned 
towards their persecutor with a vengeful, hating gaze. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


Seeing that more wanton violence was going to befall them, Koenig raced 
forward towards Maya and restrained her. 

‘No, Maya,’ he shouted. ‘He’lI kill you too!’ 

He struggled with her, hoping that she would not convert herself. 

“Tony’s not dead!’ Helena called out from behind. “But he’s very weak.’ 

“You heard what she said, Maya,’ Koenig shouted desperately. “Tony’s 
alive! He needs you!’ 

As though dazed, the Psychon turned about. 

She stared at Verdeschi’s collapsed form, attended over by Helena, and 
she moved tremblingly towards it. 

Koenig let her go, staring worriedly after her. Then he turned to face 
Magus. 

‘An immature and irresponsible reaction!’ he stormed. 

‘He is stunned merely,’ Magus replied haughtily. ‘You have taken me too 
lightly. You need a lesson.’ 

But Koenig turned away, disgusted. 

He checked that Verdeschi was in fact recovering. He faced the magician 
again. He indicated the cave. 

‘This is your Garden of Eden, is it?’ he asked bitterly. “Those are your 
Adam and Eves! You are going to use us like laboratory animals!’ He 
stabbed at the cave, enraged. “That’s what our children would have turned 
out to be like!’ 

For the first time a sign of remorse crossed Magus’s features. 

‘No!’ he cried. ‘That is not my purpose with you! My purpose with you 
is to breed a new species of humankind — strong, resourceful, brilliant, 
dedicated; all the qualities you possess between you. And together we 
would work on the great mystery of creation as a team. I’ve realized now 
that I cannot solve it on my own.’ 

He sounded almost humble, pleading. 

Helena looked up from her work on Verdeschi. 


“You claimed you were a creator. You’re a fraud and a liar!’ she 
remonstrated scornfully. 

‘A harmless deception to gain your confidence...’ Magus countered. “You 
will thank me in the end. When the time is ripe, I will invest you and your 
offspring with the kind of powers I possess. Together we will work on the 
great secret of Creation!’ 

As he spoke, the sun began to descend once more below the horizon, and 
the day drew to a close. 

Long shadows of dusk began to pall over the trees. 

Magus seemed to grow nervous, and he moved towards them spreading 
out his arms. 

‘But for now you must learn to obey me. Go!’ he shouted sternly. ‘Go 
back to the glade and stay there!’ 

Half-carrying and half-dragging Verdeschi they made their way back 
through the trees as fast as they could. 

The wrathful magician followed them with upraised arms, waving them 
back. 

His face gleamed with sweat, lined with sudden effort as the magic hours 
of daylight gradually waned and the barren darkness of the night returned. 


They were left on their own once more, and they wracked their brains for a 
solution to their plight. 

There was no enchanting music this time, and they left the fire unmade. 

Verdeschi made a slow recovery under the expert guidance of Helena, 
and the mortified Maya. 

‘I think I may have it,’ Koenig declared at last. 

The others looked up at him expectantly. 

‘A way out?’ Helena asked. 

‘I’m not sure. Let me try it on you... Magus for some reason can’t stand 
the dark.’ 

“The superman afraid of the dark!’ Maya commented sarcastically. 

‘Think about it,’ Koenig went on. ‘He left the minute it was dark last 
night. He won’t go down the caves. He left hurriedly tonight... just as 
nightfall was coming on. Remember the effect the laser had on him?’ 


‘He drew strength from it.... Helena remembered as the obvious 
connection between the occurrences dawned on her. 

Maya looked somewhat recovered. ’Of course!’ she exclaimed. ‘He 
needs light. His power came from light! Why didn’t I think of it?’ 

“You had to think of Tony,’ Koenig told her. ‘But just think — at this 
moment he’s probably off on the other side of the planet where the sun is 
still shining!’ 

‘That implant I detected in him,’ Maya continued from strength to 
strength. ‘It could be a light detector!’ 

‘A what?’ Verdeschi groaned. 

He had been listening to them, and now he sat up groggily, scarcely able 
to bear the touch of the ground upon his tender flesh. 

‘Imagine light travelling at 186,000 miles a second...’ 

‘For you I’Il try...’ Verdeschi groaned again, and Helena eased him gently 
to his feet. 

“You find a way to slow it down to zero constantly, as it comes at you, 
and you harness the resulting energy!’ Maya exclaimed, now full of the 
inspiration of mathematics. 

Koenig looked perplexed. 

‘I didn’t think that was possible,’ he said. 

‘Tt isn’t — for us,’ Maya continued earnestly. ‘But they managed to solve 
it and they became super beings. It’s probably a small crystal implanted 
somewhere in the brain stem.’ 

“The energy would be instantly available...’ Helena deduced. 

‘And it could be directed simply by thought,’ Maya added. 

‘Almost limitless personal power... undreamed of by anyone except a 
few. It must be the nearest thing to being a god there is!’ Koenig declared 
with a mixture of awe and alarm. 

‘How do we fight that?’ Verdeschi asked. 

He stood shakily on his feet, leaning on Helena for support. 

‘It’s obvious,’ Koenig replied. ‘Somehow we’ve got to find a way to 
block his source of power — that means we have to cut off the light... Hey!’ 
he declared slowly. A cunning smile crossed his features. ‘I’ve got an idea. 
How about eclipsing the sun... with the Moon?!’ 

‘An eclipse would strip Magus of his power,’ Helena agreed. But she 
looked doubtful. 


‘Maya?’ Koenig asked. 

The Psychon had joined Verdeschi again and was now helping to prop 
him up. 

She produced a small astronomical instrument from her pack and raised it 
to the sky. She took a number of readings whilst the other Alphans watched 
on with increasing interest and hope. 

She began to make a series of complex calculations in her head. She 
looked dejectedly at them. 

‘No good,’ she said. ‘If our moon remains in orbit around this planet 
there will be a total eclipse... in thirteen months’ time.’ 

They looked downcast. 

“That’s no good then,’ Koenig said grimly. But already another thought 
seemed to be forming inside his head. He looked at each of them. ‘We’ll 
just have to make our own luck then. There must be another way we can 
provide Magus with his own personal eclipse.’ 

‘How do we do that?’ Helena asked. 

‘He called us primitives...’ Koenig spoke thoughtfully. ‘So let’s be 
primitive! It’s the last thing he’|l expect. Up here...’ 

He moved away from the group towards a small, grassy mound in the 
ground. In its top was a fairly large, natural crack in the earth. 

‘A tiger pit!’ Maya caught on. “To catch a genius?’ 

Koenig smiled deviously. 

“The obvious is the one thing geniuses never consider!’ he said, stooping 
down to examine the vent. 

The fault was no more than a few inches wide, but it seemed deep. 

It was barely visible in the dark, and they waited until the Moon rose 
before they began digging around it with sharp stones and sharp wooden 
picks made from the saplings. 

Koenig and Verdeschi dug, whilst Maya and Helena wove a dense cover 
of interlaced brush, turf and twigs. 

“We’ll never dig this in time,’ Verdeschi commented after they had 
chipped and hacked away at the sun-baked walls of the fissure. 

The loose soil was pouring away down inside it. 

‘It’s funny, it never seems to be filling up,’ Koenig observed. 

Verdeschi stared at the fissure. 


He stuck his improvised pick down it and wiggled it about. ‘It’s pretty 
deep... I wonder if...?’ 

He looked up at Koenig. The two men nodded. 

‘The tunnels,’ Koenig said excitedly. ‘The whole mountainside’s 
probably riddled with them. If it’s true, all we have to do is hack the sides to 
widen it.’ 

They attacked the vent with renewed vigour. 

This time, they made faster progress, and slowly but surely the dark gap 
beneath them began to widen. 

Dawn broke, and they put the finishing touches to their handiwork. 

The vent was now some five or six feet wide, and in the growing light 
they could make out the bottom... ten or fifteen feet below, where a pile of 
earthen lumps and powder now lay. 

The vent walls fell steeply into the gloom, making it impossible for 
anyone to climb out. 

‘Let me down,’ Koenig told Verdeschi and the two women. 

He had strapped an improvised rope made of belts and other garments 
around his waist, and gently he was lowered down inside the darkness. 

He landed warily on the bottom, glancing on either side of him at the 
tunnel which disappeared into blackness. The rock had given way to earth 
here, and in all likelihood it was unsafe and no longer used. 

Nothing came after him. He withdrew his laser gun to make sure. 

‘Put the cover on,’ he called up. 

The heavy, floppy cover that Helena and Maya had made was dragged 
across the top. 

Disturbed earth trickled down the sides of the vent. 

He heard rustlings from above. Then complete silence fell. And complete 
darkness. 

There was no possible way that Magus could get his much needed light 
energy down here, he thought smugly to himself. All they had to hope was 
that Magus was unable to store his energy up and perform his tricks in total 
darkness. 

The cover was pulled back, and he was hauled back up to the surface. 

‘Magus will be here at any minute,’ Verdeschi warned. He glanced 
nervously at the horizon. ‘How was it?’ 

‘Perfect,’ Koenig nodded happily. ‘All we’ve got to do is get him into it.’ 


They covered the hole with the expertly-made vegetative matting. They 
stepped back and regarded it critically. 

To the observant, the grass tufts that had been uprooted and woven into 
the branches did not look convincing. When viewed impartially, with 
distracted attention, the Aiphans hoped that its crude guise would work. 

‘If he suspects, or if it doesn’t work it’s the end of all of us — Moon Base 
Alpha, too,’ Maya commented solemnly. ‘It’s got to work.’ 

A disturbance in the trees told them that Magus was approaching, and 
they moved swiftly to the charred remains of the fire and sat down nearby. 

The hamper was open and they pretended to be eating breakfast. 

The tall figure of the magician appeared in the clearing. They turned, as 
though surprised by his visit. 

He looked at them radiantly. He was in an excellent mood, his entire 
being drinking in the sunlight. 

Koenig arose and went to meet him, skirting the pit as he did so. 

“We’ve considered what you told us, Magus,’ he said to the smiling super 
man. 

“You will co-operate with me in my great work?’ Magus asked, surprised 
by the changed reaction he was getting from Koenig. 

Koenig pursed his lips and looked hesitant. 

He kept Magus waiting for an answer. 

‘How do we know we can trust you?’ he asked finally. ‘After all, we’re 
completely at your mercy.’ 

He turned away towards the pit, as though in doubt. 

Magus took a step towards him, to press home his persuasion. ‘I need 
you! I can’t do it alone! That is your guarantee!’ he said. 

Koenig still didn’t look too happy. 

He backed away still further, hands on chin, as though deep in thought. 

“There must be no more experiments on the mutants if you want our full 
co-operation,’ he dictated. ‘Not even observation of them.’ 

Magus looked alarmed, and stepped closer. 

“Valuable things may still be learned from them,’ he declared indignantly. 
‘One’s mistakes can often be more instructive than one’s successes!’ 

‘No,’ Koenig said. ‘They are to be left alone and they are not to be kept 
alive against their will.’ 


Koenig spun round and walked round to the other side of the pit. He 
positioned himself next to the others, as though making a demonstration of 
solidarity to back his spoken conditions. 

Magus shook his head in disbelief. 

‘As always, the arrogance of your species astounds me,’ he said. ‘As you 
Say, you are in my power — yet it is you who lay down the rules!’ 

“Those are our conditions,’ Koenig stated flatly. ‘They are not negotiable. 
Accept them or kill us.’ 

Magus became furious and he took several strides towards them, waving 
an admonishing finger. 

‘And your friends on the Moon — do you take that decision for all of 
them... arrhhhh!’ 

He let out an enraged howl as his divine being crashed through the 
matting and into the pit. 

‘Now!’ Koenig shouted. 

They arose quickly and piled more turf and brush-wood on to the gap that 
had been torn in the mat. 

Within seconds it. was completely covered over again. From below they 
heard Magus’s raging voice blaspheming them. 

‘Idiots! Primeval imbeciles! Without me the planet will break apart!’ 

His voice took a more desperate tum. 

‘Light! I must have light!’ it screamed out. 

Koenig flipped his commlock switch. 

‘Koenig to Alpha, Koenig to Alpha. Come in,’ he spoke urgently. 

A distant rumbling sound rose into the air, and the ground began to quake 
as Magus’s prophesies began to come true. 

‘As we thought,’ Maya observed, dispassionate again now that 
Verdeschi, the single, principal arouser of her emotions was on his feet 
again. ‘Only Magus’s power was holding New Earth together against the 
pull of our Moon.’ 

Koenig did not listen to her. 

‘Koenig to Alpha. Come in,’ he shouted, a note of desperation creeping 
into his voice. 

‘Give me light or we’ ll all die!’ Magus wailed from below. 

At last, the miniature screen on Koenig’s commlock lit up. 

‘Come in, Alpha,’ he said with relief. 


‘John!’ Yasko’s strained voice sounded. ‘Where have you been?’ 

‘On the planet,’ Koenig replied. ‘And it’s cracking up! Co-, ordinates 
473/790 by their sun. Get an Eagle down here, will you?’ 

‘Alan is nearby,’ Yasko called reassuringly. “We’ve been waiting to 
contact you but we were prevented from doing so.’ 


The planet began to vibrate alarmingly. 

Gaping cracks began to appear in the ground. 

Trees in the woodland shook violently, their leaves falling prematurely to 
earth. Some of them began uprooting, and the Alphans heard them crashing 
to the ground. 

Magus’s voice had become like thunder again, rising above the din round 
about as he mustered his remaining scraps of his energy. 

‘The end of all things!’ his fearful voice predicted, echoing round the 
sky. ‘Eternal night!’ 

‘150,000 miles away!’ Koenig yelled out. ‘They’re going to be too late!’ 

‘John! Look!’ Helena grabbed his arm and pointed through the trees 
towards where Eagle Four had stood. 

The atomic dispersal process which had rendered it invisible was now 
reversing, as Magus’s power waned, and the familiar outlines of their craft 
was shimmering back into existence. 

Overjoyed, they began running through the trees towards it, as though in 
a dream. 

But they had got half-way to it when Koenig abruptly stopped. 

“The hybrids! We can’t leave them to die!’ he cried. 

He turned in the direction of the cave mouth which did not lie far away. 

‘John!’ Verdeschi cried out. “The ship! Get to the ship!’ He pointed 
wildly to the Eagle. 

A fissure had opened in the ground beneath her, and one of her legs had 
sunk into it. 

But Koenig did not listen. He ran to the cave mouth and Verdeschi ran 
after him. The mad errand of mercy was watched by the two horrified 
women. 

Great rocks rumbled and tumbled down the mountainside above the cave, 
piling up at its mouth, sealing it off. 


The semi-humanoid that had grappled with Koenig stood at its entrance, 
unafraid. 

‘Quickly!’ Koenig yelled at it. ‘We’ll take as many of you as we can!’ 

But the scaly hybrid shook his head. 

It drew itself up to its full height and with hard-found dignity it answered 
them. 

“Thank you,’ it said to them in its strange grunting, now sad voice. ‘It is 
better for us so.’ 

A fall of rock landed between them and the creature, and Koenig and 
Verdeschi turned and began running once again towards the ship. 

‘Please! Take me with you!’ Magus boomed at them as they fled. Now he 
sounded plaintive. ‘I can show you wonders!’ 

They caught up with Maya and Helena who had fallen behind, waiting 
tensely for them. 

Then, together, they climbed up the landing ramp and into the Eagle’s 
Pilot Section. 

‘Primitive, wilful clowns!’ Magus roared at them again, reverting to his 
threats and insults. ‘Destroyers!’ 

But it was the last thing they heard him say. 

Helena closed the doors. Maya fled into the Passenger Section and began 
operating the computers. Koenig and Verdeschi flung themselves into their 
seats and activated the flight controls. 

Slowly, thunderously, rivalling any sound that Magus could make, even 
had he wanted to, the impregnable engines of the great ship exploded into 
life and she began rising sedately and proudly away from the disrupted and 
collapsing surface of the planet of New Earth. 


As they sped out into space towards their own lifeless, but hospitable world, 
they watched the globe that the disillusioned and fanatical creator had 
made, erupting into a boiling mass of smoke and rocks that would orbit 
space forever. 


THE END 


